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Abstract 
The Evolution of a Partnership: 
A Phenomenological Examination of Co-Teaching Relationships 
 
R. Lynne Ruvalcaba 
Drexel University, February 2015 
Chairperson: W. Edward Bureau, Ph.D. 
Special education has undergone a tumultuous evolution as American society grapples 
with the most appropriate way to educate students with special needs.  Schools and school 
districts, guided by state and federal regulation, have begun integrating special needs students 
into general education classrooms as a means of providing a free and appropriate education in 
the least restrictive environment.  While this inclusion has taken many forms, co-teaching is 
currently the most popular methodology employed in secondary schools.  In the co-taught 
classroom, all students are served by both a general and a special educator tasked with providing 
access to the curriculum and appropriate modifications to make access possible for special 
education students. 
Research on the practice of co-teaching has, to date, been inconclusive.  Little is 
understood about how co-teaching partnerships mature and how the evolution of those 
partnerships impacts teachers participating in those relationships.  The purpose of this 
transcendental phenomenological study was to examine the perceptions and behaviors of 
teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships, the evolution of those partnerships, and the effects 
of teacher perceptions on instructional methodologies employed in the classroom.   
Sixteen teachers involved in eight different co-teaching partnerships at the secondary 
school level participated in the study.  Analysis of data collected through interviews, classroom 
observations, and collection of artifacts yielded four major themes and sixteen sub-findings as 
part of those themes.  The key findings of this study emphasized the need for strong personal 
bonds between educators in co-teaching partnerships, the relatively short span of maturation for 
successful pairings, the powerful role co-teaching plays in professional development of the 
participants, and the institutionalized disparity between general and special educators.  These 
findings were the foundation of recommendations for improving the co-teaching experience as 
well as suggestions for further research to better understand the co-teaching phenomena. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Introduction to the Problem 
Every student can learn, just not on the same day or in the same way.  
– George Evans, Illustrator 
Students, as well as teachers, are individuals with differing wants, needs and interests.  
Since the advent of the modern-day education system, educators have struggled with these 
differences in the pursuit of providing a quality course of study engaging all students in teaching 
and learning.  Differences in intellectual levels, behaviors, and even societal stratification have 
impacted the fashion in which students are educated, resulting in a system which, intentionally or 
not, marginalizes some learners in favor of others.  Historically, the American public education 
system has made scant effort to educate students with disabilities, tending instead to isolate them 
or even ignore altogether their right to a free and appropriate education.  Recent efforts have 
sought to level the playing field and a number of initiatives have been advanced for the inclusion 
of special needs students in the public education system.  Over the course of the last fifty years, 
major shifts in public perception of individuals with disabilities have resulted in a movement 
toward ensuring social justice for students through inclusive education mandating appropriate 
education for all (Osgood, 2008).   
Special education was created as a parallel system designed to serve students with special 
and identifiable needs (Artiles, Kozleski, Dorn, & Christensen, 2006).  It was, for most of its 
early history, typically embodied in categorical “special classes” separate from the general 
education population.  This design was thought to provide advantages, such as low teacher-pupil 
ratios, individualization of instruction, and teachers specifically trained to handle the needs of 
students with disabilities(Kavale & Forness, 2000).  It wasn’t until 1968 that scholars began 
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questioning whether separate special classes were appropriate and the legitimacy of special as 
such was brought to the forefront as a critical issue facing public education (Dunn, 1968).  
Subsequently, advocates for students with disabilities, spurred by the successes of the civil rights 
movement, sought to compel changes in the methods used to educate students with special needs 
through legislation and advocacy (Orr, 2009).  When viewed through the political and social 
context of the time, the reform movement was based more on ideology than empirical evidence 
supporting the needs of students with special needs.  Efforts to reform special education shifted 
from the individual student to the educational system itself as a backlash against what was 
perceived as the segregation of individuals – not on the basis of race, but on the basis of ability 
(Kavale & Forness, 2000, p.281). 
The debate and advocacy for desegregation of special needs population resulted in 
passage of The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (also known as Public Law 94-142), 
in 1975.  By signing this act into law, President Gerald Ford formally integrated students with 
disabilities into public schools and, in some cases, the general education classroom.  The Act 
introduced American society to the term “free and appropriate education” (FAPE) as well as the 
concept of educating students in the least restrictive environment (LRE) – concepts seeking to 
provide students with disabilities an education appropriate to their abilities.  The Act also 
authorized funding to school districts to accommodate the requirements of the special needs 
populations (94th Congress of the United States of America, 1975). 
Despite passage of PL 94-142, students with disabilities continued to remain segregated 
within schools for decades.   In the 1970’s, individual educators were learning how to teach 
students with disabilities, many of whom had previously been relegated to institutional living.  
By the 1980’s entire schools were grappling with how to educate students with special needs but 
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practices brought from institutions provided barriers for access to general education classrooms.  
Educators, both general and special, were not prepared with the skills and methodology to teach 
functionality in addition to classroom curricula (Artiles et al., 2006, p.89).  Efforts of schools and 
teachers in the 1980’s to educate special needs students in the LRE resulted in a trend toward 
mainstreaming, or the placement of students with disabilities directly in general education 
classrooms with or without additional instructional support.  Mainstreaming was codified when 
PL 94-142 was reauthorized in 1990 as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, 
requiring that students with disabilities be educated to the maximum extent appropriate with 
peers without disabilities (Kavale & Forness, 2000; McLeskey, Hoppey, Williamson, & Rentz, 
2004; Zigmond, 2001).   
With the passage of IDEA, the focus of special education shifted from simple access to 
general education to providing students with disabilities the same quality of education received 
by those in the general education classroom.  Placement of students in special education, 
particularly in separate classrooms serving students with special needs, became the last resort to 
be exercised only when alternative and less restrictive placement proved unsuccessful (Zigmond, 
2001, p. 71).  School districts were required to provide a continuum of placement options for 
students, specifying that the LRE was not a particular, defined place but rather a set of places to 
be considered individually for each student (Kavale & Forness, 2000, p. 281).  The consideration 
of this spectrum of options for students with special needs resulted in a shift toward resource 
placement as the most desirable option for students, where students would spend at least half the 
day in general education classrooms complimented by time in a resource support room with 
individualized assistance from special education teachers.  By utilizing the resource placement 
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option, schools addressed the LRE and access requirements of IDEA and considered students in 
their programs to be “mainstreamed” (Hassall, 2007; Kavale & Forness, 2000).   
The moves made by schools as they grappled with access and placement issues came to 
be known as the Regular Education Initiative, or REI.  This movement was based on the premise 
that students are more similar than different, so special education as such is not required.  REI 
posited that general education teachers were best prepared to educate all students, that general 
education classrooms were most appropriate for all students, and that a physically separate 
education was inherently discriminatory and inequitable (Kavale & Forness, 2000).  REI, then 
was concerned with the transformation of schools from institutions providing special education 
programs to inclusive environments increasing student access, maximizing student participation, 
and increasing the achievement of all (Artiles et al., 2006). 
Reauthorizations of IDEA in both 1997 and 2004 continue to require schools to provide 
special education supports and services to all children with disabilities in the least restrictive 
environment.  In 2001, IDEA was supplemented with the No Child Left Behind Act to further 
emphasize the expectation of inclusion of students with special needs in the general education 
classroom.  These legislative mandates, compelling schools to provide a free and appropriate 
education to all students, have altered public education by implementing accountability and the 
requirement for research-based pedagogy to increase academic rigor and expectations for all 
students (Simmons & Magiera, 2007).  Students with special needs are now required to be 
included in classrooms taught by highly qualified teachers ensuring equal access to the 
curriculum and continuous progress (Nevin, Thousand, & Villa, 2009).  In many instances, 
special education teachers do not meet the definition of “highly qualified” for secondary school 
classrooms, requiring the placement of all students with disabilities in general education 
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classrooms to meet the legislative mandate.  As of 2011, more than half of students with 
disabilities in the United States were educated in the general education classroom for the 
majority of the school day (Brown, Howerter, & Morgan, 2013; US Department of Education, 
2011).    
The ultimate goal of the No Child Left Behind Act (which has since been supplanted by 
the Student Success Act of 2013) was to have 100% of students, both general and special 
education, achieve proficiency on statewide assessments by 2014 (NCLB, 2001).  One way 
schools seek to address this lofty requirement is through inclusion, a term similar to 
mainstreaming but used to more specifically include the education of students with disabilities in 
the general education classroom (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 2009).  When schools follow the full 
inclusion model, general education teachers require the support of special education teachers 
specifically trained in strategies to accommodate the needs of students with disabilities.  This 
often manifests in the application of collaborative teaching, or “co-teaching”, one model 
available to provide all students with a rigorous course of study resulting in high achievement 
(Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2008).  
Co-teaching was originally defined by Drs. Lynne Cook and Marilyn Friend (1995) as 
“two or more professionals delivering substantive instruction to a diverse, or blended, group of 
students in a single space” (p. 2).  Originally, the educators working collaboratively in co-
teaching partnerships were not defined; rather, co-teaching could take place between two 
subject-area experts, teachers from different grade levels, or cross-curricularly to provide 
students with the opportunity to see how material from one subject matter area was applicable to 
another.  As co-teaching has evolved, it has come to be more specifically understood as the 
combination of one general and one special educator working in concert to design and administer 
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instruction in one classroom.  Co-teaching encompasses all aspects of instruction, including 
planning, design, delivery, and behavior management, duties which are theoretically shared 
equally between the teachers (Cook & Friend, 1995; Dieker & Murawski, 2003; Walsh, 2012).  
With or without a solid foundation of evidence supporting the practice, co-teaching has rapidly 
become the delivery method of choice for inclusion of students with disabilities in the general 
education classroom (Dieker & Murawski, 2003; Embury, 2010; Friend, Reising, & Cook, 1993; 
Friend, 2008; Hill, 2012; Solis, Vaughn, Swanson, & Mcculley, 2012; Wenrich, 2012). 
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
 While federal law and the perception of “doing what is right” has popularized the idea of 
co-teaching partnerships, little is understood about how the evolution of such partnerships affects 
the behaviors and experiences of both teachers and students. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
 The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the experiences and 
behaviors of co-teachers in co-teaching partnerships of varying durations, the perceptions of 
those teachers regarding their partnerships and teaching efficacy, and the impact of maturing co-
teaching partnerships on teaching efficacy and aptitude.  The study seeks to offer an 
understanding of the experiences of co-teaching partners, both general and special education 
teachers, and how the evolution of such partnerships impacts teacher perceptions of their own 
efficacy in the classroom.  The behaviors, experiences, and perceptions of classroom educators 
will be studied to determine how co-teaching partnerships evolve from inception to maturity and 
what teaching practices are in evidence at varying stages of the collaboration.  Student behaviors 
in the co-taught classroom will also be studied to determine how engagement differs in co-taught 
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classrooms where partnerships have had time to mature and evolve.  By means of the research, 
educators and administrators at secondary schools may be better able to make decisions with 
regard to creating co-teaching partnerships and the success of students placed in classrooms led 
by both a special and general educator.  
Significance of the Problem 
As previously noted, a significant body of research on the practice of co-teaching exists, 
but very little of it reaches definitive conclusions on the effectiveness of the practice (Friend, 
2007; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Wendy Weichel Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Nevin et al., 2009; 
Salend, Gordon, & Lopez-Vona, 2002; Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007; Thompson, 
2010).  Despite the relative lack of empirical evidence supporting its effectiveness, the practice 
continues to gain in popularity throughout the K-12 public education system.  Several qualitative 
studies have documented increases in positive perceptions amongst teachers and students active 
in co-taught classrooms, suggesting that co-teaching results in positive outcomes for students 
even if only in student engagement and willingness to learn  (Magiera & Zigmond, 2005; 
Piechura-Couture, Tichenor, Touchton, Macisaac, & Heins, 2006; Wilson, 2005).  Research even 
indicates that parents feel their students are benefitting from the co-teaching partnership, yet data 
on student engagement and achievement has largely been ignored (Artiles et al., 2006; Chapple, 
2009; Peper, 2010; Pugach & Winn, 2011).   As a result, to date there is insufficient evidence to 
suggest that co-teaching, as a practice, is effective in increasing the achievement or engagement 
of students with disabilities (Margaret P Weiss, 2004).   
While the vast majority of the research to date has been undertaken to understand 
relationships between teachers involved in co-teaching relationships, no connection has been 
made between the evolution of such partnerships and how teacher perceptions of their own 
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efficacy affect the engagement of students in the classroom (Chapple, 2009; Dieker, 2001; 
Flesner, 2007; Friend, Cook, Hurley-Chamberlain, & Shamberger, 2010; Gerst, 2012; 
Mastropieri et al., 2005).  Collaboration between teachers such as that experienced during co-
teaching has the potential to increase the efficacy of individual teachers as well as the synergy 
achieved through their partnerships, leading to an increase in the quality of instruction and 
improved student achievement (Friend et al., 1993; M. P. Weiss & Lloyd, 2003).  Due to 
incongruence among research on the topic, more examination is needed to determine how co-
teaching relationships develop and how changes over time impact student engagement in 
teaching and learning.    
Research Questions 
To determine the stated objectives of this study, the following questions guided the 
research: 
1. How do secondary school teachers describe the experiences and elements of co-
teaching they perceive as having impacted their classroom practices? 
2. How do secondary school co-teachers perceive the changes their partnerships have 
experienced over time? 
3. How do secondary school teachers describe their feelings of efficacy and perceived 
professional aptitude after participating in a co-teaching partnership?  
 A transcendental phenomenological research design will be used to explore educator 
perceptions and experiences with co-teaching partnerships.  To address the questions, the 
research will seek to identify the changes in teaching practices employed as co-teaching partners 
work together for varying periods of time as well as the changing perceptions of teachers 
involved in those partnerships with regard to their own teaching practices and efficacy.  The 
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study will also observe student engagement in co-taught classrooms to determine what 
connection, if any, exists between the methodologies employed by co-teachers, their perceptions 
of their own efficacy, and student engagement in learning. 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher Stances and Experiential Base 
The researcher’s stances guiding this study are ontological, pragmatism, postmodernism, 
and phenomenology.  From an ontological stance, the researcher is interested in the realities of 
the individual educators involved in co-teaching partnerships, leading to a phenomenological 
approach to understanding the essence of the co-teaching experience through data collected from 
several teachers sharing the experience.  As a postmodernist, the researcher seeks to understand 
how the educational experiences of students with disabilities, as a marginalized group, can be 
improved upon to provide equal access to the curriculum and a high-quality experience for all.  
Pragmatically, the researcher hopes that the outcomes of this research lead to a deeper 
understanding of the practice of co-teaching and the ways students are impacted by the 
experience.   
Viewing the research from a purely ontological perspective, the researcher believes that 
multiple unique realities will be reflected in the data and field notes collected from interviews 
and teacher observations.  Creswell (2011) describes the ontological philosophy as “reality is 
subjective and multiple as seen by participants in the study” (p. 17).  The human mind is simply 
a product of its experiences and each individual involved will have a separate and distinct view 
of his or her own reality in regard to the situation.  Thus, a phenomenological approach to 
understanding the essence of the co-teaching experience is appropriate and will produce a deep 
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understanding of the ways in which the evolution of partnerships impact all those involved.  A 
visual representation of the researcher’s stances is included in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.  Research Stances 
 Researchers often experience difficulty determining “how to place themselves in relation 
to their inquiries in a way which takes into account the fullness of their subjective experience 
without being ‘self-indulgent’” (Ladkin, 2005). Learning to bracket one’s experiences and 
understand the interrelated nature of objectivity and subjectivity, then, are essential to conducting 
a successful study establishing valid truths to a claim.  At the time this study was conducted, the 
researcher was a first-year administrator employed as an Assistant Principal at a comprehensive 
high school in the Sacramento City Unified School District.  Prior to beginning her 
administrative career, the researcher spent a number of years teaching English at high schools 
Research Problem: 
While federal law and the 
perception of “doing 
what is right” has 
popularized the idea of 
co-teaching partnerships, 
little is understood about 
how the evolution of 
such partnerships affects 
the behaviors and 
experiences of both 
teachers and students. 
Research Stance 1 
Pragmatism 
 
Creswell (2011) 
Maxwell (2005) 
Research Stance 2 
Ontological 
 
Creswell (2011) 
Moustakas (1994) 
 
Research Stance 3 
Postmodernism 
 
Creswell (2011) 
Packwood (1996) 
 
Research Stance 4 
Phenomenological 
 
Creswell (2011) 
Groenwald (2004) 
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throughout the same district and was, in her last year in the classroom, involved in a co-teaching 
partnership with a special education teacher.  The researcher’s own co-teaching experience was 
extremely limited in scope and, as such, has little impact on this study.  Additionally, five co-
teaching partnerships are in practice at the researcher’s current place of employment; while the 
researcher has had occasion to observe these partnerships, she had no supervisory authority over 
the teachers in the partnerships. 
The researcher has more than a decade of experience with teaching and learning both with 
general and special education populations.  Because of this mix of experiences as well as her 
limited co-teaching partnership collaboration, the researcher brought a unique perspective to the 
research and called upon tacit experience and insight to pose relevant and informed questions 
about the perceptions and experiences of teachers involved in co-teaching relationships.  
However, due to her career in business prior to becoming an educator, the researcher 
acknowledges her tendency to place value on experiences solely based on the return such 
experiences make in terms of time and money invested.  Her ability to suspend such quantitative 
judgment and understand the value of the qualitative co-teaching experience for teachers, 
students and parents was critical to the study.  
As a result of the acknowledged bias, the researcher committed herself to engage in 
recursive self-reflection throughout the study as a means of mitigating the effects of 
preconceived ideas about value and worth which may favor quantitative value over qualitative 
experiences.  Additionally, regular communication with advisors and committee members was 
essential to the maintenance of such objectivity throughout the study.  Assumptions with regard 
to the research performed are outlined later in this chapter. 
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Conceptual Framework 
 Co-teaching is a complex mix of technical expertise, interpersonal relationships, and 
application of the “art” of teaching.  Because of the close professional relationship required of 
co-teachers, the practice has frequently been likened to a marriage (Brown et al., 2013; Greg 
Conderman, Johnston-Rodriguez, & Hartman, 2009; Friend, 2008; Howard & Potts, 2009; 
Kohler-Evans, 2006).  Therefore, the process of obtaining an understanding of how co-teaching 
evolves and how that evolution impacts the teachers and students involved is necessarily 
multifaceted.  Several factors were considered in arriving at an understanding of how co-teaching 
relationships develop and how those evolving partnerships effect student engagement. A visual 
representation of those factors is included in Figure 2. 
 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual Framework:  A conceptualization of the co-teaching dynamic 
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The effectiveness of co-teaching relationships is shaped by a number of factors, including 
the evolution of partnerships over time, teacher perceptions, and student engagement.  Through 
exploring the perceptions and experiences of teachers and students, a clearer picture will emerge 
and aid in understanding the ways in which co-teaching partnerships evolve and impact the 
engagement of students in co-taught classrooms. Existing studies and relevant literature will be 
reviewed and utilized as the foundation for a framework for studying the phenomena of evolving 
co-teaching relationships.  The impact on teacher perceptions and behaviors and student 
engagement is seen as the intersection of these critical areas and is the focus of this research. 
Evolution of co-teaching practices over time  
First, an examination of teachers participating in co-teaching partnerships will be 
undertaken with partnerships which have endured and matured over the period of one to four 
years.  Co-teaching as a practice is evolutionary in nature and, as such, requires multiple changes 
and iterations for improvement in practices (Trent et al., 2003).  Research has found that teachers 
who are not provided with the proper support and tools as their co-teaching partnerships evolve 
are likely to resent the presence of a partner in the classroom and resist change (Wendy W. 
Murawski & Hughes, 2009).   
In their seminal article “Co-teaching: Guidelines for creating effective practices”, Drs. 
Lynne Cook and Marilyn Friend (1995) outline the various stages of what co-teaching “looks 
like” and the types of teaching strategies used at various points in a partnership.  These practices, 
ranging from “one teaching, one assisting” to “team teaching” are, according to the article, signal 
points of a maturing relationship and developing trust and respect between the partners (p. 10).  
Understanding how teacher practices and behaviors in the classroom change over the course of a 
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partnership is critical to understanding how the experiences of both teachers and students may be 
changing and impacting teaching and learning, either positively or negatively.   
Teacher perception of co-teaching roles 
One’s beliefs and assumptions about their role in a partnership affect the ways in which 
such partnerships operate and, ultimately, succeed or fail.  Thielemann ( 2011) found that 
understanding co-teacher’s perceptions of their roles within the classroom as well as within the 
partnership “provides a rich picture of what truly occurs in the co-taught classroom” (p. 12). In 
many co-teaching relationships, one partner’s perception is that of inferiority, leading them to 
defer to the other teacher as the “expert” or lead in the classroom (G. Conderman, 2010).  In 
others, co-teachers work as equals, sharing both the content load and behavior management in 
the conduct of a true partnership (Brown et al., 2013).  Understanding how teachers come to 
develop these perceptions of their roles will add to an understanding of why specific strategies 
are employed in the classroom, what factors lead to successful and sustainable co-teaching 
relationships, and how student engagement is affected by the interaction between special and 
general educators in co-teaching partnerships. 
Effects of co-teaching on student engagement 
Finally, an examination of the ways in which co-teaching and co-teaching methodologies 
impact student engagement in the co-taught classroom will be undertaken.  Magiera and 
Zigmond (2005) found student engagement, long considered to be one indicator of increased 
student learning leading to improved outcomes, can be increased by effective co-teaching 
partnerships.  Through examining individual students in co-taught classrooms and the amount of 
time they spend engaged in teaching and learning, a clearer picture should begin to emerge with 
regard to the efficacy of co-teaching partnerships, particularly as those partnerships mature and 
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evolve over time.  Because student success and achievement is the key to successful teaching, 
this element of the co-teaching dynamic is critical to determining if the co-teaching model is 
creating any benefit or disservice for the students involved. 
Definition of Terms 
Academic Rigor 
The incorporation and provision of strenuous and relevant classroom instruction as a 
realistic goal that yields immediate results and increased student achievement (Dewey, 
1938). 
Alternative Teaching 
A style of co-teaching in one teacher works with a small group while the other works 
with the larger portion of the class (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
Co-teaching 
Two or more professionals delivering substantive instruction to a diverse, or blended, 
group of students in a single space (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
Complementary co-teaching 
When either teacher in a co-teaching partnership behaves in a fashion which supports the 
instruction provided by the other partner (i.e., one teacher paraphrasing or modeling 
annotation while the other lectures) (Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2008). 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Public Law 94-142) 
The first piece of legislation specifically mandating the provision of a free and 
appropriate education (FAPE) for all students with disabilities (94th Congress of the 
United States of America, 1975). 
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Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) 
First mentioned in the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Section 504 and subsequently 
legislatively mandated by Public Las 94-142, the law requires all public school districts 
to provide a “free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to every qualified person 
with a disability who resides within the school district’s jurisdiction, regardless of the 
nature or severity of his or her disability” (94th Congress of the United States of 
America, 1975). 
 Inclusion 
The idea that all students should be included in the general education learning community 
and that all students, independent of their disabilities, can benefit from being educated in 
the general education classroom (Thomas & Loxley, 2007). 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 
Federal legislation enacted to require districts, schools, and educators to provide services 
and appropriate supports in the least restrictive environment for all students with 
disabilities.  The Act is intended to provide access to the general education curriculum for 
all students, regardless of disability (US Department of Education, 2010). 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) 
As required by IDEA, the least restrictive environment for educating students with 
disabilities consists of three components.  First, to the maximum extent possible, students 
with disabilities are to be educated in the same space as students who are not disabled.  
Second, special classes, separate schooling, or otherwise removing students with 
disabilities from the general education classroom should occur only when the nature or 
severity of the disability is such that education in a general classroom is not possible, 
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even with the use of supportive aids and services.  Lastly, each child with a disability is 
to participate with nondisabled students in non-academic and extracurricular services and 
activities to the maximum extent possible (US Department of Education, 2010). 
One Teaching, One Assisting 
A style of co-teaching in which both co-teachers are present in the same room, but one 
takes the lead and one observes students and drifts around the room, offering support and 
assistance as necessary (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
Parallel Teaching 
Teachers plan instruction jointly but each delivers instruction to a heterogeneous group 
consisting of half the class (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
Special Education 
An educational program for students who, because of a disability, require special 
instruction or additional support to assist them in achieving their potential.  Supports may 
include specially-trained teachers, technology, or supportive instructional materials as 
well as access to separate learning environments.  In some cases, it may include 
alternative placement outside the general education classroom (Thomas & Loxley, 2007). 
Station Teaching 
Teachers divide instructional content into two or more segments and present the content 
at separate locations in the same room. (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
Team Teaching 
Both teachers share equally in the instruction of students, including behavior 
management.  This style of co-teaching requires the highest level of mutual trust and 
commitment (Cook & Friend, 1995). 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
 As an administrator with over five years of experience in the classroom and an additional 
fifteen years of corporate training and development, the researcher bring certain assumptions to 
the study.  Five major assumptions underlie the structure and methodology of this study.  The 
first assumption is that educators all want to improve their pedagogy and practice.  Either as a 
result or in spite of contractual and regulatory requirements for specific numbers of hours to be 
spent pursuing professional development, educators are all driven to improve their practice and 
knowledge in the classroom.  Therefore, educators will choose to pursue those practices which 
lead to improved teaching and learning.   
Secondly, all educators have the desire to act in the best interests of their students.  
Regardless of the nature of a student’s ability to learn, all teachers believe in a rigorous course of 
study leading to a quality education for all students.  Teachers do not discriminate with respect to 
providing instruction based upon the perception of a student’s ability to learn and instead provide 
the same instruction, albeit with differentiated strategies, to all students in a given classroom. 
 A third assumption of this study is that teachers of differing backgrounds and preparation 
programs respect one another as professionals and value the contribution of other teachers to 
their own teaching practices.  Teachers in the general education classroom are assumed to view 
special education teachers as equals who know different yet equally important practices for 
making content accessible for students with disabilities.  While differences may be 
acknowledged (i.e., the general education teacher may be viewed as the “content area” expert 
and the special educator as the expert with regard to modification and accommodation), teachers 
involved in co-teaching partnerships approach each with respect and camaraderie. 
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 Another assumption is that all students come to school willing and prepared to learn.  
Should teachers provide a rigorous and engaging course of study, students will participate in 
learning and engage with teachers in discussion and project-based learning.  Students do not, as a 
regular practice, engage in disruptive and detracting behavior or remain off-task simply because 
they choose to.  Rather, the assumption of this study is that quality teaching includes engaging 
students through a variety of practices designed to capture their interests and spur creativity and 
higher-order thinking. 
 The last assumption made is that teachers will willingly participate in the study.  Because 
co-teaching is a relatively new practice in the district where the study will be conducted, it is 
assumed that teachers involved in partnerships will be willing participants.  They are presumed 
to want to share their perceptions and experiences in the spirit of advancing an understanding of 
how co-teaching benefits both students and professionals and supporting those teachers who may 
find themselves in co-teaching partnerships in the future.   
Limitations 
 This study is intended to provide insight into the perceptions and experiences of teachers 
participating in co-teaching partnerships and the engagement of the students they teach.  
Accordingly, the study attempts to capture those experiences in a manner reflective of the way 
teachers perceive themselves, changes in their practices, and changes in the behaviors of their 
students as a result of maturing professional relationships.  A limitation of this study is that 
reported changes in pedagogy and student behavior are dependent upon the lens through which 
each individual educator views his or her own practice; bias and pre-existing knowledge may 
influence the ways in which educators choose to respond to the study questions. 
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 Another limitation of this study is the difficulty of isolating measurable change in teacher 
practices and student outcomes.  No one method of attributing changes directly to specific 
circumstances on the part of the teacher has been found to be reliable and reproducible; 
therefore, while the researcher may see measurable change in student data and educators may 
report an observation of such change, no manner of validating the causal relationship between 
certain pedagogical practices and specific change exists.   
 A final limitation of the study is its limitation to one school district.  Because the study is 
not being conducted across school districts of varying sizes and socioeconomic backgrounds, it is 
possible that the culture of the district may influence the responses and mental models of the 
educators participating in the study.  As such, attempts to generalize findings from this study to 
other districts and educational institutions should be made with caution and an appropriate level 
of professional skepticism. 
Summary 
Co-teaching partnerships involving one general and one special educator are proliferating 
across all segments of K-12 public education in response to legislation and public sentiment.  
Though an explosion in the number of co-teaching partnerships is undeniable, little has been 
done to understand the evolution of such partnerships over time and the ways in which the 
changing pedagogy of teachers involved in such partnerships impacts student engagement.  
Because student engagement is considered a barometer of learning and achievement, it is critical 
that researchers come to understand the connection, if any, between successful co-teaching 
partnerships and the ways students respond to instruction.  Co-teaching is, at the very least, a 
time-consuming and expensive endeavor being undertaken because it “feels” as though it should 
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work.  This research will shed light on connections between students and co-teachers in the co-
taught classroom. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Literature Review 
Introduction to the Problem 
Co-teaching partnerships have surged in number as schools and districts grapple to 
balance legislative requirements and the desire to serve students with special needs in the most 
appropriate way possible. Federal mandates under IDEA require that students with special needs 
be educated in the least restrictive environment but the legislation defines no specific place as the 
“LRE” (94th Congress of the United States of America, 1975).  Instead, it describes the least 
restrictive environment as one in which students with disabilities are, to the maximum extent 
possible, educated alongside their non-disabled peers (Murawski W. W., 2009, p. 15).  Because 
of the ability to provide specialized supports and services administered by a special educator 
alongside a general educator, the co-teaching platform offers schools a way to provide all 
students, both with and without disabilities, a rigorous course of study.  However, few definitive 
conclusions about the connection between co-teaching and student success have been reached 
despite a multitude of studies.  The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine the 
perceptions and behaviors of teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships, the evolution of 
those partnerships over time, and the effects of those perceptions on teaching methodologies 
affecting engagement of secondary school students, both general and special education.  
The study seeks to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of educators 
involved in co-teaching partnerships and the process of their evolution as instructors and 
partners.  Through examining the impact of co-teaching on student engagement, the research 
attempts to understand how the educational experiences of students with disabilities can be 
improved upon to provide equal access to the curriculum in the least restrictive environment as 
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well as a rigorous course of study.  The outcomes of this research are intended to lead to a deeper 
understanding of the practice of co-teaching and the ways students and teachers are impacted by 
the experience.   
Three research questions were considered integral to this study: 
1. How do secondary school teachers describe the experiences and elements of co-
teaching they perceive as having impacted their classroom practices? 
2. How do secondary school co-teachers perceive the changes their partnerships have 
experienced over time? 
3. How do secondary school teachers describe their feelings of efficacy and perceived 
professional aptitude after participating in a co-teaching partnership?  
 Conceptual Framework 
  
 
Conceptual Framework:  A conceptualization of the co-teaching dynamic 
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The perceived effectiveness of co-teaching relationships is shaped by a number of 
factors, including the evolution of partnerships over time, teacher perceptions of their own 
practices, and student engagement in lessons and guided practice.  Through exploring the 
perceptions and experiences of teachers and the pedagogy they employ, the study aims to 
develop a deeper understanding of how co-teaching partnerships evolve and the implications of 
that evolution on engagement of students in co-taught classrooms. The literature reviewed for 
this study focused on three areas considered integral to an understanding of co-teaching and 
student outcomes: (1) the evolution of co-teaching practices over time, (2) teacher perceptions of 
their own practices and experiences in the co-taught classroom, and (3) the ways in which 
employed pedagogy affects student engagement in classrooms led by co-teaching partners.  
A thorough examination of research studies in each stream was undertaken, and what 
emerged was the essential nature of interaction between the three streams – each is 
interdependent upon the success of the others.  Teachers’ perceptions of their practices as co-
teaching partners impact the methodologies they choose to employ in the classroom, resulting in 
modifications to their original perceptions of their roles in the co-teaching partnership.  This 
secondary change of perception is cyclical in nature as it leads to iterations of changing practices, 
methodologies, and perceptions, representing a constant evolution of the co-teacher as a 
professional.  Likewise, changing practices and methodologies affect student engagement in the 
co-taught classroom, leading teachers to modify their methodology accordingly.  Teachers’ 
perceptions of increases or decreases in student engagement resulting from changing 
methodology interact with the previously mentioned cycle of perception and change in practice, 
making student engagement a key component with regard to co-teaching evolution.  The effect 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  25 
 
 
 
of this evolution on teacher behaviors and student engagement is seen as the intersection of these 
critical streams and is the focus of this research. 
Research Stream 1: The evolution of co-teaching practices over time  
“Collaborative teaming is a process rather than a specific service delivery 
model” (Knackendoffel, 2007). 
As with all relationships, the co-teaching partnership experiences a unique evolution over 
time (Artiles et al., 2006; Chapple, 2009; Flesner, 2007; Friend et al., 2010; Hassall, 2007; Nevin 
et al., 2009; Sileo, 2011; Trent et al., 2003; Wilson, 2005).  Co-teachers, unfamiliar with working 
in close quarters with other educators, take time to become familiar with one another and the 
methods used by their partners in the instructional setting.  However, the success of a co-
teaching relationship is not predicated upon the number of years of experience a single teacher 
has in the classroom.  Rather, it is dependent upon the interaction of two teachers committed to 
an evolutionary process bringing them each from independent professionals to a point where 
they act as one in the classroom (Mastropieri et al., 2005).   
As co-teaching partnerships evolve, certain practices affect the way teachers interact with 
one another, their students, and families of the students they serve (Chapple, 2009; Friend et al., 
2010; Gerst, 2012).  Understanding the mechanism by which co-teaching partnerships evolve is 
essential to understanding what co-teaching looks like in the classroom and how instruction 
presented to students differs from one partnership to another.  As Flesner (2007) found, “Because 
collaboration is a process that changes over time, beliefs and skills can be transformed over time 
as well…teachers interact in different ways when they co-teach in inclusive environments, and 
prior beliefs and ideas may amend or evolve during this interaction” (p. 141). Above all, co-
teaching, particularly at the secondary school level, requires “the willingness to be flexible as the 
process develops” (Dieker & Murawski, 2003, p. 7). 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  26 
 
 
 
As noted in a qualitative study of teachers in Chesterfield County,  VA, the evolutionary 
process inherent in co-teaching relationships requires multiple changes and iterations for 
improvement in practices (Trent et al., 2003). Initially, teachers experienced a period of 
orientation when they became familiar with one another and the strengths each contributed to the 
relationship.  Educators involved in co-teaching partnerships participating in the study described 
this period of “developing a comfort level” with one another critical to their success as partners 
and the continuation of their co-teaching relationship (p. 208).  This coming to know one another 
allowed co-teaching partners to develop a sense of trust wherein they were confident their 
partner would support their efforts both in front of students and in decision making situations 
such as curriculum design and communication with families.   
This type of trust-making and partnership development was also noted by Knackendoffel 
(2007), who found that “The most productive collaborative relationships are characterized by 
mutual trust, respect, and open communication” (p. 1).  Knackendoffel stated that the goal should 
always be to move forward in evolving collaborative efforts and that, in co-teaching 
partnerships, both parties should continually assess where they are along the “relationship 
continuum” as they make steps both forward and in reverse during the maturation of their 
partnership (p. 1).  In Knackendoffel’s view, collaborative problem solving was a hallmark of 
co-teaching teams which had reached a comfort level leading to increased efficacy in the 
classroom. 
Once a comfort level between partners is established, co-teachers move into areas of joint 
decision making, establishment of mutual expectations for students, and the ability to act 
interchangeably in the classroom (Trent et. al, 2007, p. 209).  The teachers involved in 
partnerships which had evolved beyond the initial stages of development reported “an ebb and 
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flow, a mutually agreed upon give and take, a synchronization that characterized their actions.  
Moreover, after almost two years of co-teaching, clearly defined roles and actions that 
distinguish a special educator from a regular educator were not evident” (p. 210).  This study, as 
well as another performed by Walsh (2012), suggests that in mature co-teaching partnerships, 
students may benefit from the existence of two teachers in the classroom, both equally respected 
as educators and experts from whom students can learn and grow.   
Other researchers working with larger populations reached similar conclusions.  In their 
study of co-teaching partnerships, Gately and Gately (2001) describe a series of what they term 
“developmental stages” inherent in any co-teaching relationship.  They term the various levels of 
maturation in a co-teaching partnership the beginning stage, the compromise stage, and the 
collaborative stage, stating that teacher behaviors and classroom practices differ as partnerships 
move from one stage to the next.  Gately and Gately further describe eight components of co-
teaching which lead partnerships to mature through those stages and which are necessary for the 
development of an effective partnership beneficial to teachers and students alike.  These 
components are: (1) effective interpersonal communication, (2) the physical arrangement of the 
classroom, (3) familiarity of teachers with the curriculum, (4) goals and modifications with 
respect to the curriculum, (5) instructional planning, (6) instructional presentation, (7) classroom 
management, and (8) assessment (p. 40).  The presence (or absence) of these components is 
noted to be a hallmark of effective co-teaching and belief in their necessity is echoed in other, 
similar studies (Brown, Howerter, & Morgan, 2013; Cook & Friend, 1995; Dieker & Murawski, 
2003; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Wilson, 2005).  
Brown et. al. (2013) for example, emphasized the need for highly-effective interpersonal 
communication between co-teachers to assist in conflict resolution and the establishment of 
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equality in the classroom.  Cook and Friend (1995) cite strong interpersonal skills and advanced 
clinical judgment as essential to making the co-teaching partnership effective.  Dieker and 
Murawski (2003) stressed the need for teachers to recognize how each other’s expertise 
contributes to the success of both the partnership and the students in the classroom, while Kloo 
and Zigmond (2008) cited the necessity for team teaching to be dynamic, deliberate, and 
differentiated in order to be successful.  Wilson (2005) highlighted the need for both teachers to 
contribute substantially to the curriculum. Through each of these independent studies, the theme 
of effective and dynamic communication between co-teaching partners is present as the driving 
factor of partnership evolution. 
Successful co-teaching requires a highly interpersonal interaction which grows and 
matures much like a romantic relationship.  In fact, a multitude of studies have likened the co-
teaching partnership to a marriage (Brown et al., 2013; Cook & Friend, 1995; Dieker & 
Murawski, 2003; Friend et al., 2010; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Kohler-
Evans, 2006; Magiera, Smith, Zigmond, & Gebauer, 2005; Murawski & Dieker, 2004; 
Murawski, 2009; Stivers, 2008; Thielemann, 2011).  Murawski (2009), for example, re-imagines 
Gately and Gately’s “stages” as segments of a romantic relationship:  the engagement, the 
courtship, and the marriage.  She too emphasizes the need for critical elements to be present in 
each phase of the relationship and how the evolution of such a partnership moves from setting 
roles and responsibilities in the engagement to true “co-instruction” in the later, more mature 
stage.  In this last segment, akin to “the marriage,” teachers plan, instruct, and assess together as 
an integrated unit (p. 187).  Under Murawski’s model, true co-teaching isn’t possible until 
teachers learn to approach co-instruction together by demonstrating parity between teachers, 
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ensuring parity between all students, and using a variety of instructional approaches to engage 
every leaner all the time (p. 188). 
Stivers (2008), on the other hand, takes a different approach by explicitly stating that co-
teaching is not a marriage.  Treating a co-teaching arrangement like a marriage, she says, “may 
promote unrealistic expectations about how co-teachers should work together” (p. 124).  Co-
teachers should refrain from spending time getting to know one another on a personal basis 
(considered the “engagement” or “beginning stage” in other research).  Instead, they should 
recognize their priority as coming together for the sake of students and student learning.  By 
choosing to focus only on students and not on one another, co-teachers can ensure a smooth 
transition from beginning stages to a mature working relationship based on trust and respect.  
Rytiivaara (2012) goes further to say that, in co-teaching relationships, both parties are 
continuously exposed and their actions can never be hidden from their partner (p. 190).  This 
complete disclosure during all points of the partnership differs from a romantic relationship 
(marriage) in which each party ostensibly maintains a measure of privacy and independence 
while coming together as a single unit for select purposes. 
No matter the term used to describe the relationship, the evolution of co-teaching over 
time has been the subject of a number of studies across content areas.  It was found that, for 
science educators participating in co-teaching partnerships over an extended period of time,  
“the actions of co-teachers have become coordinated and complementary---with 
respect to the coverage of space, the production of meaning-making resources, the 
temporally seamless nature of their mutual actions, and their speech patterns” 
(Roth, Tobin, Carambo, & Dalland, 2005, p. 699).   
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In this study, instead of likening co-teaching to a romantic relationship, the authors chose 
to compare co-teaching to jazz musicians working in concert to produce melodious sound.  Roth 
et. al. found that, over an extended period of time, teachers’ actions and behaviors began to 
mirror one another and that what they termed “mutual attunement” led to “mutual entrainment” 
wherein the practice of co-teachers began to mirror that of their partners at the micro level (p. 
699).  This behavior is suggestive of economies achieved in the classroom by partners who are 
able to work in synchronicity and achieve more in one standard class period than they would 
otherwise be able to do. 
The study by Roth et. al. provides significant insight into the behaviors of co-teachers at 
the micro level; however, given that the authors themselves are experienced co-teachers and that 
they focused on only one subject matter area (science), the results are not necessarily 
representative of the behaviors teachers in maturing partnerships would exhibit in other content 
area classrooms.  Additionally, as the authors had experience co-teaching with both outside 
parties studied and amongst themselves, their comments and observations were likely colored by 
their own perceptions of the evolution of their teaching practices. 
Delving into a second subject matter area, Bouck (2007) studied one co-teaching 
partnership in an urban Michigan middle school.  The teachers participating in the study taught 
two different classes of social science students and had volunteered to participate in the co-
teaching model.  Through classroom observations and interviews, Bouck found that, over time, 
the teachers crafted a relationship that evolved and changed as they continued to occupy the 
same space and implement the same teaching strategies.  For these teachers, “co-teaching was an 
entity that they created” as they planned and worked together (p. 48).  Through embracing 
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difficult conversations about conflict and devaluation, the teachers learned and grew together 
until each became an integral part of the other’s instructional model. 
Drs. Lynne Cook and Marilyn Friend (1995) were the first to go beyond simply naming 
stages and components to actually producing an outline what the various stages of co-teaching 
look like. Their work, considered to be one of the most authoritative on the subject of co-
teaching, discusses the types of teaching strategies co-teachers employ at various points in an 
evolving partnership.  These practices, beginning with “one teaching, one assisting” wherein one 
instructor takes the lead role and the other a supporting position, eventually evolve into true 
“team teaching.”  When outside parties and students alike are unable to determine who is the 
special educator and who is the general educator, the partnership has matured and is 
demonstrating true co-teaching methodology.   
According to Cook and Friend, specific practices are considered signal points of a 
maturing relationship and developing trust and respect between the partners, resulting in more 
effective co-teaching (p. 10).  When these milestones are reached by co-teaching partners, 
benefits to students should be evident and teacher satisfaction with their professional 
responsibilities should rise.  Even still, assessment should drive co-teaching instruction and co-
teachers should continually assess their evolving partnership to ensure they continue to meet 
student needs as their paradigm shifts from team teaching to true co-instruction (Dieker & 
Murawski, 2003). 
Research has found that teachers who are not provided with the proper support and tools 
as their co-teaching partnerships evolve are likely to resent the presence of a partner in the 
classroom and resist change, stalling the evolutionary process and potentially dooming the 
partnership to failure (Wendy W. Murawski & Hughes, 2009).  Walther-Thomas, Bryant, and 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  32 
 
 
 
Land (2006) point out that, even for the most competent educators, it takes time to become 
effective co-teachers.  They suggest a minimum of a two-year commitment, supported by proper 
professional education and administrative support, to determine whether or not a co-teaching 
partnership will be successful.  Further, they warn against the use of co-teaching to mediate 
teachers weak in instructional practices or classroom management skills and those new to the 
profession (p. 258).  These pairings are likely to result in short-lived partnerships due to lack of 
commitment to the evolutionary process required of a maturing relationship. 
Rice and Zigmond (2000), in their study of Australian and American co-taught 
classrooms, found that most teachers involved in co-teaching relationships believed that the 
resources and time commitment necessary to nurture and grow a maturing partnership were 
impossible to sustain if school-wide support for the implementation of co-teaching was missing 
(p. 193).  The teachers involved in the study felt that co-teaching, in its initial stages, required 
resources necessarily pulled from other areas of the school environment and that the re-direction 
of such resources was critical to the ability of co-teachers to form relationships benefitting 
students in the long run.   
While not referring to co-teaching partnerships as marriages, Rice and Zigmond stressed 
the importance of both personal and professional compatibility in successful co-teaching 
situations.  The qualitative study, involving teachers in both the Queensland, (Australia) and 
Pennsylvania (United States) education systems, was robust in that it compared two distinct 
school systems in different parts of the world and found common themes reported by teachers 
working in both environments.  It was limited, however, in that it included only a small sample 
of teachers (seventeen), all of whom were known prior to the beginning of the study to be 
proponents of the co-teaching model.  Its findings, however, are useful to note in that they are 
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critical of co-teaching practices not supported by school and district administration even though 
teachers themselves are supportive of the practice. 
Whether one regards a co-teaching partnership as a marriage or simply as a coming 
together of two minds to educate students, such relationships evolve over time and rarely remain 
static (Harbort et al., 2007; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Stivers, 2008).  In successful co-teaching 
pairings, the teaching methodologies and pedagogical practices utilized in the beginning stages 
of the partnership differ from those in place as the partnership stretches into its second and third 
years – and even beyond (Friend et al., 1993).  It is these stages of the evolutionary process 
which generate shifts in instruction and roles assumed by each of the co-teaching partners, 
changing both the way students experience instruction in the co-taught classroom and how 
teachers themselves perceive the level of expertise they bring to the table. 
Arriving at an understanding of how teacher practices and behaviors in the classroom 
change over the course of a partnership informs the research by providing an explanation for the 
mechanism changing the perceptions of teachers regarding their own efficacy, affecting student 
engagement and success as well as teacher satisfaction with the profession.  Evolution is 
synonymous with change and does not suggest a linear path forward to a more advanced state of 
learning and being; rather, the complex nature of the teaching profession creates change not only 
in the methods and practices utilized in the classroom but also in the way teachers perceive their 
professional aptitude and the way students receive those changes (Cook & Friend, 1995).  
Exploring the ways in which co-teachers construct meaning from their experiences provides yet 
another window into the mechanisms turning the gears of co-teaching relationships and 
student/teacher experiences. 
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Teacher perception of co-teaching roles 
“Knowing yourself consist of recognizing strengths and weaknesses that may 
never have come into play before”(Keefe, Moore, & Duff, 2004). 
Knowing one’s self is critical to understanding how reality is constructed and how one’s 
perceptions and mental models alter the way the world is viewed (Moustakas, 1994).  Self-
knowledge and awareness of the bias of perceptions, important in understanding a singular view 
of the world, is made more complex when considered in the light of a personal or professional 
pairing.  In relationships such as co-teaching, the perceptions of one partner will influence his or 
her world view and choices made in the course of the partnership, but perceptions often go 
unvoiced and the second party may not understand the motivations behind such choices.  These 
unstated perceptions create assumptions about each person’s role in the partnership and 
ultimately drive whether or not the pairing is successful (Cook & Friend, 1995; Embury, 2010; 
Harbort et al., 2007; Hassall, 2007).  Understanding the ways teachers perceive themselves in co-
teaching partnership and the driving forces behind those perceptions is critical to understanding 
how a co-taught classroom operates and why teachers choose the instructional methodologies 
they follow. 
In their study of secondary school co-teaching partnerships, Keefe and Moore (2004) 
found that the perceptions of co-teachers with regard to their roles and responsibilities were of 
high importance in the success or failure of the co-teaching relationship.  Their qualitative study 
included eight teachers at one suburban high school and sought to understand how teachers’ 
perceptions of their co-teaching relationships impacted their efficacy and practices in the 
classroom.  Through studying four general educators, three special educators, and one head of a 
special education department, the authors sought to present findings from both sides of the co-
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teaching partnership paradigm.  What they found was that perceptions differ based on the 
discipline (general or special education) and that these perceptions color the interactions between 
co-teaching partners and their ultimate levels of job satisfaction (p. 86). Often, the lack of 
definition in roles comes from the methods by which partners are selected; some co-teachers are 
simply assigned to teach together without consideration as to their personal or professional 
compatibility. The forced paring results in a negotiation of roles in the classroom based on 
unspoken assumptions.  As Pugach and Winn found, “volunteers for co-teaching were more 
satisfied than nonvolunteers and…volunteers reported greater mutual respect for their co-
teachers than those who did not volunteer” (p. 37). 
Keefe and Moore (2004) found that teachers in co-teaching arrangements struggle with 
their roles within the context of co-teaching and that a great amount of variability can be found 
between and among partnerships (p. 83).  Friend, Cook, Hurley-Chamberlain, & Shamberger 
(2010) also found that co-teachers who experience difficulty defining and adjusting to their roles 
in the co-taught classroom often perceive themselves as less effective than those whose 
partnerships include clearly-defined roles and responsibilities.  Additionally, Weiss and Lloyd 
(2003) noted that when teachers struggle to define their roles inside the classroom as opposed to 
before teaching begins, disruptions in teaching and learning are more frequent and negative 
perceptions of student benefits from co-teaching are reported.    Brown, Howeter, and Morgan 
(2013) stated that “…it is important that both teachers feel as if they are integral to the 
instructional delivery process” (p. 89). 
Keefe and Moore’s study supported the findings of others wherein general educators, the 
acknowledge subject matter experts, often assume the role of dominant instructor with the 
special education teacher assuming a lesser role (Chapple, 2009; Conderman, 2010; Tremblay, 
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2013; Wenrich, 2012).  Subordinate teachers, especially special education teachers, perceive that 
students regard them not as teachers but simply as educational assistants.  These perceptions lead 
to frustration and a feeling of being insulted by the general education teacher’s lack of value for 
the special educator’s talents (Keefe and Moore, 2004, p. 83). 
In some pairings, general educators perceive the lack of subject matter expertise held by 
the special educator to be a signal that they were unable to fully participate in classroom 
instruction.  “A general education teacher observed, ‘…well, if they do not know the curriculum, 
I think it does lower them to just a supervisor and discipline you know’” (Keefe and Moore, 
2004, p. 84).  Dagna (2012) also found an ambiguity in roles between special and general 
educators which led to the role of the special educator being marginalized in planning and lesson 
delivery.  Walther-Thomas, Bryant, and Land (1996) pointed to the elimination of “my/your 
thinking” (p. 259) as essential to creating positive perceptions and clear roles between general 
and special education co-teachers. 
Often, “special education teachers consider themselves more helpful to students in 
collaborative classrooms than general education teachers consider special education teachers to 
be” (Fennick and Liddy, 2001, P. 237).  In instances where the devaluation of the special 
educator is apparent in the interaction between the partners, the perception of the special 
educator shifts and an acceptance of his or her supporting role is acknowledged.  “You have to 
know the curriculum. You have to know the subject area. Because if you don’t, they don’t trust 
you, you can’t help them as much, it just doesn’t work out.” (Keefe and Moore, 2004, p. 84).  In 
others, the devaluation is taken personally by the special educator and resentment and mistrust 
build, ultimately dooming the partnership.  In either case, negative perceptions of general 
educators (with regard to the efficacy of special educators) create a cycle by which special 
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educators devalue their own contributions to the classroom, ultimately impacting the pedagogy 
employed and long-term efficacy of the special educators (Knackendoffel, 2007). 
Conderman (2010) also found that “Unclear or different expectations of co-teaching, a 
sense of invading one’s territory, and lack of content knowledge can cause conflict” (p. 225).  
Special educators who felt as though their general education partner felt they were invading were 
less likely to feel an essential part of the co-teaching partnership and less likely to voluntarily 
continue co-teaching with different partners in the future.  Conderman, Johnston-Rodriguez, and 
Hartman (2009) stated that it was insufficient to simply honor the expertise of the co-teaching 
partner; while that was one important aspect to creating a positive co-teaching experience, it was 
essential that the honoring of professional abilities be backed up by respect for one another as 
both individuals and professionals (p. 5).  Sims (2008) reported that, because of the structure of 
most modern secondary schools, special education teachers in co-teaching partnerships often feel 
devalued as “outsiders” because they are brought into a classroom belonging to the special 
educator.  In each of these studies, researchers found that partnerships in which one or both 
parties believe their partner lacked an essential level of respect for their contributions to the 
classroom were short-lived and ineffective. 
Keefe and Moore’s 2004 study was confined to one high school and utilized a small 
number of educators.  However, as it included four parings of teachers and employed rich 
questions designed to drive to the essence of the teachers’ perceptions of their roles, it provides 
valuable insight into the ways teacher perceptions influence teaching practices and student 
success.  While the population restricts the conclusions from being generalized to other schools 
in dissimilar circumstances, further research by others has supported the idea that perceptions 
influence teacher practices and efficacy in similar fashions (Conderman, Johnston-Rodriguez, & 
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Hartman, 2009; Dieker, 2001; Hassall, 2007; Howard & Potts, 2009; Mastropieri et al., 2005; 
Murawski & Dieker, 2004; Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Thielemann, 2011).  
In a quantitative study of co-teaching partnerships involving both a general and special 
educator, Harbort, Hunter, Hull, Brown, Venn, Wiley and Wiley (2007) found the perception of 
parity between educators to be one critical component of a successful co-teaching partnership (p. 
22).  Their study found that special educators provided direct instruction to students less than one 
percent of the time, while general educators interacted directly with students much less 
frequently than did special educators.  Student perceptions, then, were likely colored by their 
experiences with each of the teachers and their roles were thus defined as one instructor and one 
support person in the classroom.  The delineation of roles for general and special educators, as 
demonstrated in this study and others, is what leads to the formation of negative teacher 
perceptions about co-teaching as a practice (Brown et al., 2013; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Wendy 
W Murawski & Dieker, 2004; Pugach & Winn, 2011; Seglem & VanZant, 2010; Sileo, 2011).   
Harbort et. al. found that the lack of perceived parity was a limiting factor for the 
successful use of the co-teaching model for inclusion of students with special needs.  “If we 
cannot implement co-teaching in ways that capitalize on the unique roles that regular and special 
educators bring to the co-teaching process, we may need to rethink this instructional format” (p. 
22).  Their study, however, was limited to two teacher teams in secondary school science 
classrooms.  The inclusion of only science teachers in the sample studied may have impacted the 
results as science is an extremely technical subject matter area, making it unlikely that the special 
educator came to the partnership with sufficient prior knowledge to provide direct instruction to 
the students in the classroom.  The lack of parity in other subject matter areas may not have been 
as pronounced as it was found to be in this study.  However, parity is an important and recurring 
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theme in studies of teacher perceptions of co-teaching relationships (Conderman, 2010; 
Conderman et al., 2009; Dagna, 2012; Kohler-Evans, 2006; Murawski & Dieker, 2004; Pugach 
& Winn, 2011; Sileo, 2011). 
Teachers consider the mere implementation of co-teaching to be difficult in and of itself 
(Dieker, 2001).  However, when done well and with parity between the partners involved, 
increases in student engagement and success can be seen (Qi & Rabren, 2009).  In a study 
involving nine co-teaching partnerships at both the middle and high school levels, Dieker (2001) 
found equality between the teachers, both spoken and demonstrated, to be the hallmark of a 
successful co-teaching partnership.  Both students and teachers felt they benefitted from the 
arrangement, and forty-four out of fifty-four students were unable to discern between the special 
educator and the general education teacher due to the parity demonstrated in the classroom (p. 
19).  Stivers (2008) called on teachers in co-teaching partnerships to “pay attention to parity” if 
they intended to have a successful co-teaching experience (p. 123).  Partnerships lacking parity 
in even the arrangement of teacher workspaces signaled larger problems for teachers and 
students in co-taught classrooms. 
In striving for parity between the co-teaching partners, the struggle of the special 
educator to maintain focus on individual student needs was a recurring theme (Dieker, 2001, p. 
21).  As special education teachers strove to be more “equal” to the general educator in the 
classroom, they perceived their ability to address special needs and IEP goals as decreasing in 
direct proportion to increases in their content area knowledge.  This phenomenon was also noted 
by Volonino and Zigmond (2004) in their examination of reform movements for special 
education (such as co-teaching) which have moved instruction away from research-based 
methodologies.  Austin’s (2001) study of one hundred thirty-nine teachers from nine school 
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districts in New Jersey focused both on demographics and perceptions of teachers with regard to 
their co-teaching partnerships.  The study reinforced the idea of parity being a necessary 
component of the co-teaching experience but found that it exists more often in theory than in fact 
(p. 249).  Additionally, while the teachers agreed on the concept of parity, both general and 
special educators indicated they believed the general educator “did the most” in the inclusive 
classroom.   
In another mixed-methods study focused on co-teachers’ perceptions of their 
relationships and factors affecting their co-teaching experiences, Theilmann found that teachers 
viewed ideological compatibility and personal connection as being key to success in a co-
teaching partnership, allowing both partners to “see eye to eye” and work out differences as 
would a married couple (p. 72).  Theilmann’s work found that the number one factor determining 
the success of a co-teaching partnership was the relationship forged between teachers: if they 
believed themselves to be compatible, the partnership would flourish and student outcomes 
would be positively impacted.  In co-teaching partnerships founded on mutual respect, the roles 
of the co-teachers in can exist in parity, even in secondary school classrooms with challenging 
subject matter issues. In cases such as these, where respect is valued above all else, “an observer 
to the room should not be able to tell which teacher is which [and] the teachers may be more 
likely to take on equal roles” (p. 82). 
Some of the special educators in the Dieker study were observed to not be focused on the 
needs of special education students at all, creating the concern that the goal of co-teaching as a 
means of providing access to the curriculum was lost.  Dieker noted that she found “a lack of 
clear articulation of curriculuar and instructional goals from both the general educator and the 
special educator” (p. 21).  Again, Volonino and Zigmond (2004) back Dieker’s findings, stating 
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that co-teaching as described in the literature was rarely seen in practice in the classroom.  
Interestingly, the decrease in focus on special needs students in Dieker’s study was not perceived 
as a negative attribute by special educators, ostensibly because they felt the increase in subject 
matter expertise to be more important.  Returning to Volonino and Zigmond, “what is understood 
as effective special education may be neither feasible nor practical in [co-taught] general 
education classrooms, where teachers must address individual needs in large group settings” (p. 
297). 
Dieker discovered that the teaching teams she studied were perceived as being successful 
by both themselves and others because they provided a positive learning climate, set high 
expectations for students and each other, and focused on active learning (p. 20). Students and 
families were happy with the two teacher arrangement and believed students benefitted from the 
presence of two equal educators in the classroom.  Teachers felt they were learning from one 
another and working together to provide an active learning experience beneficial to all learners in 
the classroom and were more likely to branch out and try different teaching methods than they 
might have done on their own.  Therefore, if teachers believe they are successful and feel 
confident in the pairing they participate in, they are more likely to be successful and experience 
positive student outcomes (Pugach & Winn, 2011; Sileo & van Garderen, 2010).  However, in 
the view of Volonino and Zigmond, “Co-teaching is an example of a practice that has been 
embraced by theorists and some practitioners as a solution to a problem of practice, and in this 
case, the research base does not provide sufficient support for the practice” (p. 298). 
Another recurring theme in co-teaching literature is the presence of positive perceptions 
of co-teaching and improvements in teaching and learning in the absence of data to support those 
perceptions.  Theilemann (2011) found that teachers with positive perceptions of their co-
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teaching partnerships also perceive higher achievement on the part of their students.  Noonan, 
McCormick and Heck (2003) reported that “Most arguments for co-teaching arise from logic 
rather than data” (p. 113).  While it seems the adage “two heads are better than one” would hold 
true in the classroom, very little data is available to support that what feels as if it is working 
actually is. 
Notwithstanding the differences between perception and practice, the teachers in Austin’s 
(2001) study overwhelmingly reported that they believed the co-teaching experience contributed 
to an improvement in their teaching practice (p. 248).  General educators felt that they improved 
their skills with regard to adapting the curriculum and managing the classroom while special 
educators perceived increases in their content knowledge as a result.  Both types of educators felt 
that the co-teaching partnership improved their efficacy as well as the engagement of their 
students in teaching and learning. 
Austin (2001) found that, even in absence of empirical data supporting increased student 
achievement, the majority of teachers participating in his study felt that the collaborative 
teaching strategies they used in the classroom benefitted all students regardless of special needs 
circumstances (p. 251).  Specifically, teachers cited an increase in the level of cooperation 
between students, an increased level of participation on the part of all students, and an increased 
level of tolerance for differences as evidence that they were successful co-teachers.  While none 
of these qualitative measures can be directly linked to student achievement, it is the perception of 
these factors which influenced the teachers’ belief in their own efficacy.  “In response to this 
receptivity, teachers may be inspired to continue co-teaching, buoyed by the enthusiasm of their 
students” (p. 253). 
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Another, mixed-methods study undertaken by Qi and Rabren (2009) found that both 
general and special education teachers believed students participating in a co-taught classroom 
benefitted greatly from the teaching partnership and that both academic and behavioral 
achievement was improved as a result even in the absence of empirical data to support those 
perceptions (p. 266).  Teachers reported positive perspectives on most aspects of the co-teaching 
partnership, citing a preference for co-planning time as a means of improving student outcomes 
and teacher satisfaction.  Magiera and Zigmond (2005) found that students in co-taught 
classrooms, along with their parents, reported increases in achievement even in absence of 
student data to support the beliefs.  Co-teachers reported their beliefs that “students with 
disabilities increased their self-confidence, learned more, had sufficient support, and exhibited 
better behaviors in co-taught classrooms” (Qi and Rabren, 2009, p. 266).  These positive 
perceptions of the efficacy of co-teaching, regardless of the presence of student data to support 
improved achievement, made teachers more willing to collaborate and provide innovative and 
engaging lessons for students than they otherwise may have. 
While teachers reported an overall positive experience and a desire to continue co-
teaching based on their perceptions of success, student data in the Qi and Rabren study did not 
support improvements for students in either academic or behavioral metrics.  The study found 
that students participating in co-taught classrooms showed no statistically significant difference 
in reading scores than did those in single instructor classrooms and that behavior issues, contrary 
to teacher perceptions, had increased (p. 265).  Both general and special educators expressed 
their perception that they were more responsible than their partner for classroom management, a 
factor which may have contributed to the increase in teachers “catching” off-task behavior 
resulting in referrals (p. 267). 
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While teacher perceptions of co-teaching may be positive and thus positively influence 
pedagogy and classroom practices, corresponding increases in student achievement and behavior 
may not support such beliefs.  Students in the co-taught classrooms studied by Qi and Rabren 
(2009) also reported perceptions that they were “doing better” and were satisfied with the co-
teaching experience despite a lack of empirical evidence supporting their improvements (p. 267).  
However, research supports that when individuals believe themselves to be more successful, they 
are generally able to achieve higher in the long run.  Teachers who believe themselves to be 
successful in the classroom are more likely to be innovative in their teaching methodologies and 
to motivate and promote learning (Bandura, 1993).  Thielemann (2011) found an understanding 
of teacher perceptions of their own efficacy – not student data supporting increased learning - 
was essential to understanding what was happening in the classroom and why teachers were 
choosing the strategies they employed.    
Human nature leads one to make greater efforts in areas where past actions have 
reinforced the belief that they have the potential for success, a learning process termed “operant 
conditioning” (Skinner B. F., 1963).  Feedback such as increased student engagement, praise 
from co-workers or superiors, and increased student performance metrics are antecedents which 
positively shape teacher perceptions of their own efficacy in the classroom. These perceptions, in 
turn, have an impact on teaching strategies and, ultimately, the success of students (Pancsofar & 
Petroff, 2013).  This is especially true in co-teaching partnerships, which may be initially 
difficult to navigate and may leave one teacher feeling as though they are subordinate to the 
other (Conderman, 2010; Conderman et al., 2009; Kohler-Evans, 2006; Sims, 2008).   
Teachers who are able to overcome initial difficulties with co-teaching relationships and 
develop their partnerships into those founded on mutual trust and respect are likely to report 
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feelings of satisfaction and perceptions of efficacy in the classroom, leading to more novel 
approaches to student instruction (Ploessl, Rock, Schoenfeld, & Blanks, 2010).  Those who are 
confident in their abilities and willing to try new strategies to engage students continue the cycle 
of reflection and improvement ultimately leading to improved student engagement, behaviors 
and improved academic outcomes.  Thus, a deeper understanding of the factors influencing 
teacher perceptions of their own efficacy lends itself to an understanding of the evolutionary 
cycle of co-teaching and can enhance the understanding of changes in student engagement in 
teaching and learning. 
Effects of co-teaching on student engagement 
“We understood our mission was to find ways to further every student’s learning 
without watering down the curriculum. This was their classroom, their 
community, and we felt privileged to facilitate their growth” 
 (Seglem & VanZant, 2010). 
No matter the attitudes and beliefs of teachers with regard to co-teaching, inclusion, or 
other models of serving students with special needs, increased student achievement is the end 
goal for all educators.  Beyond the perceptions and practices of teachers involved in co-teaching 
partnerships, the actual implications of such partnerships for student achievement are of 
paramount importance.  Research has shown student engagement to be a strong indicator of 
student achievement and behavior in school (Finn, 1989; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Voelkl, 
1995).  As Klem and Connell (2004) stated, “Links between teacher support, student 
engagement, and academic support and commitment…provide further support for a link between 
student experience of support and academic achievement” (p. 270).  Without understanding how 
students benefit – or suffer – from participating in co-teaching classrooms, it is difficult to 
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discover how student behaviors will influence the development of pedagogy between co-teachers 
and the associated perceptions teachers hold.  However, studies performed to date have been few 
and the body of literature is largely inconclusive on the impacts of co-teaching on student 
engagement and success. 
A great deal of research has pointed to the positive impact of co-teaching on student 
engagement and success (Lemle, 2010; Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Sileo & van Garderen, 2010; 
Simmons & Magiera, 2007; Thompson, 2010; Walther-Thomas et al., 1996; Wenrich, 2012).  A 
partnership between Boston University and the Chelsea public school system found a number of 
benefits students experienced as part of a co-teaching classroom, including increased 
opportunities for teacher time and attention, differentiated strategies,  and exposure to learners of 
other modalities (Indrisano, Birmingham, Garnick, & Maresco, 1999, p. 94).  Rea, McLaughlin, 
and Walther-Thomas (2002) compared standardized test scores for students with disabilities in 
both co-taught classrooms and those receiving services in a resource “pull out” model.  They 
found significantly higher scores in language, math and science for students participating in a co-
taught model (p. 216).  Additionally, Qi and Rabren (2009) found that students with disabilities 
achieved significantly higher scores on standardized tests after one year in a co-taught classroom 
than they did prior to the experience, suggesting that the co-teaching model provides them with 
adequate support and engagement (p. 267).     
However, a number of similar studies have reached different conclusions, suggesting that 
co-teaching is not the answer to all issues faced by students with disabilities (Idol, 2006; Magiera 
& Zigmond, 2005; Peper, 2010; Scruggs et al., 2007).  Magiera and Zigmond (2005) noted 
limited benefits of the co-teaching relationship for students with disabilities despite teacher 
perceptions that students were benefitting from the practice (p. 83).  Murawski (2006) noted that 
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students with learning disabilities did NOT show greater improvements on standardized tests 
than did those receiving services through resource rooms and the “pull-out” model or self-
contained special education classrooms.  Similarly, Idol (2006) noted that the scores of both 
students with and without disabilities were virtually unaffected by participation in a co-teaching 
classroom (p. 89).  Research has fallen on both sides of the issue, indicating that, while a clear 
connection between student success and co-teaching may not yet be established, teachers 
continue to perceive increases in their efficacy during the co-teaching experience. 
In a quantitative study of students with disabilities in both co-taught and solo-taught 
classrooms, Tremblay (2013) sought to understand the differences in achievement in language 
arts and math between similar students in each program.  His study, involving seventeen classes 
studied over the span of two years, indicated that students in co-taught classrooms showed 
significant improvements in reading and writing over the two year span, while mathematics 
scores were largely unchanged.  Additionally, the study confirmed Rea, McLaughlin, and 
Walther-Thomas’ (2002) findings that students scored higher when instructed in a co-taught 
classroom than they did under a pull-out model (p. 256). 
Tremblay’s study is limited in that it concentrated on only one school and did not involve 
populations with diverse ethnic or socio-economic backgrounds.  One unintended yet interesting 
finding of the study was that many students with disabilities in co-taught classrooms found it 
difficult to maintain the pace of the general educator and that, by the end of the second year of 
the study, twenty-five percent of students with disabilities had been re-directed to self-contained 
special education classrooms, thereby decreasing the population in the study (p. 256). The large 
decrease in disabled students with scores included in Tremblay’s study raises the question of 
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efficacy of the co-teaching model for students with disabilities scoring at the lowest end of the 
spectrum. 
Earlier research by Walther-Thomas (1997) included students with disabilities in twenty-
five elementary and middle school classrooms across eight Virginia school districts.  The three-
year study sought to understand the perceived benefits and issues of co-teaching as seen by both 
teachers and administrators.  What was discovered suggested that students in co-taught 
classrooms were engaged in active learning more often than those in solo-taught classrooms and 
that students with disabilities viewed their learning in co-taught classrooms as more “authentic” 
than material learned in special education classes (p. 399).  Students were more likely to engage 
in discussion with teachers and non-disabled peers in the co-taught classroom and show value for 
instruction as a result.  Over the course of the study, despite the lack of quantitative data such as 
test scores and other achievement metrics, “teachers reported very few students who had failed to 
succeed” (p. 399). The study reinforces the belief that teacher and student perceptions of success 
are as important to the success of instruction as are standardized test results and grading systems. 
Focusing on student engagement, Embury (2010) performed a mixed-methods study to 
determine if co-teaching practices in fact increased student engagement and, consequently, 
student outcomes.  Her study found that disabled students in co-taught classrooms involving 
interactive and participative learning were engaged far more often than those in co-taught 
classrooms employing the “one teach, one assist” model of service delivery (p. 84).  No 
significant differences in engagement were noted for students without disabilities, suggesting 
that students with disabilities benefit more when co-teachers work with parity and engage 
students in active learning strategies to promote student success.  Her findings were backed up 
by those of Wenrich (2012), who found that student engagement increased simply due to the 
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presence of two adults in the room and the associated lowering of student to teacher ratio.  
Murawski and Dieker (2004) also found an increase in student engagement in the co-taught 
classroom, suggestive of increased learning. Austin (2001) reported co-teachers citing increased 
collaboration between students coinciding with greater levels of participation on the part of both 
students with and without disabilities resulting in increased minutes spent learning in the co-
taught classroom.   
While emphasizing that students with disabilities benefitted from co-teaching, Qi and 
Rabren (2009) found a number of limiting factors which influenced the participation of students 
with disabilities in co-taught classrooms.  Overall, students reported increased satisfaction with 
and engagement in activities such as hands-on lessons conducted by co-teachers; however, they 
also expressed frustration and confusion over what they perceived as a tendency to receive a 
different set of instructions from each teacher with little consistency (p. 259).  This confusion is 
consistent with findings by Conderman (2010) which found that when teachers are unclear as to 
their roles and experience difficulty communicating, student engagement suffers.  Hill (2012) 
also found that student engagement declined when general educators expected special education 
co-teachers to be primarily responsible for classroom discipline. 
In many co-teaching relationships, particularly in the first year of the partnership, one 
teacher (often the special educator) takes on the role of disciplinarian more often than the other 
(Keefe and Moore, 2004).  This results in one educator spending less time with instruction than 
they would in a solo-taught classroom, thereby resulting in a decrease in student engagement 
with that teacher.  Data collected during the Qi and Rabren’s (2009) study clearly represented a 
negative change in student behavior and attendance in the co-taught classroom as indicated by 
the increased number of administrative referrals and time spent by students outside the classroom 
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(p. 267).  They theorized that, because one teacher was relegated to the role of disciplinarian, 
more behavior issues were called out and referred for consequences.  Because whole-class 
instructional minutes are lost when teachers write referrals and additional minutes are lost by 
students referred out, this data is indicative of decreased student engagement and learning. 
Magiera and Zigmond (2005) undertook a quantitative study focusing on engagement of 
students with disabilities as an indicator of student success in co-taught classrooms.  Their study 
found that disabled students in co-taught classrooms were engaged in one-on-one interaction 
with teachers more often than students in solo classrooms, where in more than half of the 
observations zero interactions were recorded.  In co-taught classrooms, students with disabilities 
engaged more frequently, although not as frequently as non-disabled students, in one-on-one 
interactions with teachers.  During observations of co-taught classrooms where the special 
education teacher was absent (for professional development or other reasons), students with 
disabilities showed decreased (but not absent) one-on-one interaction, suggesting an 
improvement over learning in a classroom solo taught by a general educator only (p. 82). 
Additionally, students with disabilities interacted with the general educator (the subject 
matter expert) more often when the co-teacher was not present in the classroom, either by 
participation in group discussions or through participative learning (p. 83).  This is consistent 
with Hill’s (2012) findings that special educators are more often the instructors responsible for 
conducting small group or intervention activities aimed at engaging students with special needs.  
The willingness of students with disabilities to interact with the general educator in a co-taught 
classroom stands in contrast to the general  lack of interaction in a solo-taught classroom, 
indicating students are engaged in learning more of the time in a co-taught classroom.  Kloo and 
Zigmond’s (2008) work suggests that the increase in engagement with the general educator in a 
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co-taught classroom is a direct result of the monitoring ability of the special educator as he or she 
circulates the classroom and observes students more closely than would be possible in a solo-
teaching situation.  However, the dichotomy of students interacting more with a general educator 
in absence of the special education co-teacher suggests that special educators “take up the slack” 
in co-teaching arrangements and provide different but not equal access to the curriculum for 
special needs students (Magiera and Zigmond, 2005, p. 84).   
Co-teaching seeks to provide a more inclusive environment conducive to making students 
with special needs part of the regular educational environment.  In doing so, the general and 
special educators work together to tailor an instructional practice which reaches all students and 
provides accommodation and modification where necessary – in essence, a personalized 
educational experience for all.  Research supports that such personalization should result in 
increased engagement and, as a result, higher rates of attendance and test scores (Klem & 
Connell, 2004, p. 271).   
Current educational trends focus on standardized test scores as the main indicator of 
student “success,” a measure which is frequently used to measure teacher efficacy (Tschannen-
Moran & Hoy, 2001).  Even when test scores are not explicitly part of a teacher’s formal 
evaluation system, the implicit assumption exists that teachers are successful only if they can 
show improving test scores for students year on year.  Therefore, an understanding of how co-
teaching shapes student engagement is foundational to understanding teacher perceptions of their 
own teaching practice, once again cyclical in nature with maturing co-teaching partnership and 
evolving pedagogy.  Through examining the experiences of teachers and students in co-taught 
classrooms and methodologies employed to achieve student engagement, a clearer picture should 
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begin to emerge with regard to the efficacy of co-teaching partnerships, particularly as those 
partnerships mature and evolve over time.   
Summary 
The fundamental interaction between perceptions, behavior modification, and revised 
outcomes is the framework upon which this research is based.  This chapter has presented 
seminal literature supporting the perceptions of teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships, the 
changes in their partnerships over time, and the shifts in student engagement and achievement 
resulting from co-teaching experiences.  The literature demonstrates a solid link between teacher 
perceptions of their own efficacy in the classroom and the roles they assume in the classroom – 
roles which are often loosely defined and unclear.  Teachers who do not perceive their roles as 
co-teaching equals are less likely to experience satisfaction in their co-teaching placement and 
thus tend to view a decrease in their professional efficacy. 
Likewise, the literature supports that, while many co-teaching relationships begin with a 
lack of parity and understanding of the roles each educator should assume, most evolve over time 
as comfort levels between the teachers are achieved.  Many times, co-teaching relationships 
evolve into “marriage-like” situations where unspoken communication and body language 
become as important to teacher interaction as instruction and direct conversation.   As co-
teaching relationships evolve, some partners are successful in refining teaching methodologies to 
the point where students and observers no longer identify one as a general educator and one as a 
special educator.  In the minds of teachers, this is the hallmark of successful co-teaching leading 
to increased student engagement and performance. 
Increases in student engagement and performance in co-taught classrooms are not always 
supported by the literature.  What is supported is that, many times, teachers, students, and 
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families perceive increases in student achievement where none can empirically be supported with 
student achievement data.  Students feel as though they are learning more and their families are 
satisfied with the level of education they receive in a co-taught classroom despite the lack of 
evidence, falling back on the logic that two adults in the classroom must be teaching students 
more than one adult would.  However, students who believe they are performing at higher levels 
often remain engaged in learning and demonstrate more persistence in the classroom than do 
those who lack such a perception. 
There is a critical interdependence of each stream of the research on the others.  Without 
positive perceptions of their roles, co-teachers will fail to experience increases in efficacy 
leading to changes in pedagogy and teaching strategies.  Changes in teaching strategies 
throughout the academic year as well as over the course of multiple years are necessary for 
teachers to continue to engage students in the learning process.  Lastly, student engagement in 
teaching and learning drive feelings of teacher efficacy, critically intersecting once again with 
the first stream of research.  These research streams, when taken both independently and as a 
synchronous unit, provide a foundation for understanding how co-teaching relationships are 
shaped over time and what that means to the experiences of both teachers and students. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Research Methodology 
Introduction  
Legislation and public sentiment to do “what’s right” for students with disabilities has led 
to the proliferation of co-teaching partnerships in classrooms as schools and districts seek to 
provide students with a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment.  
While the LRE is to be considered a spectrum of options as opposed to one specific place or 
method of service delivery, the co-teaching platform offers schools a way to provide all students 
with a rigorous course of study administered by a highly qualified teacher and the support of a 
special education expert all in the general education classroom.  The effectiveness of this option, 
however, has been the subject of extensive research reaching few definitive conclusions about 
the connection between co-teaching and student success.   
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the experiences and 
behaviors of co-teachers in co-teaching partnerships of varying durations, the perceptions of 
those teachers regarding their partnerships and teaching efficacy, and the impact of maturing co-
teaching partnerships on teaching efficacy and aptitude. It is believed that a greater 
understanding of the co-teaching phenomenon can lead to improvements in the preparation of 
co-teachers, their continuing education and support, and the advancement of the practice as a 
viable method for inclusion of students with special needs in the general education classroom. 
The study seeks to gain an understanding of the realities of educators involved in co-
teaching partnerships through a phenomenological approach to understanding the essence of the 
co-teaching experience.  Through examining the impact of co-teaching on teacher behaviors and 
perceptions, the research attempts to understand how the co-teaching experience can be 
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improved upon to provide equal access to the curriculum and a rigorous education for all 
students.  The outcomes of this research are intended to lead to a deeper understanding of the 
practice of co-teaching and the ways teachers (and by default, their students) are impacted by the 
experience.   
A phenomenological approach to this study will be achieved through the use of multiple 
interviews, both individual and partner, as well as observations of teachers involved in co-
teaching relationships ranging in duration.  Data will be collected from interviews and elaborated 
upon through classroom visits focused on observation of the application of specific pedagogy 
and teacher behaviors.  The combination of these methods seeks to provide an understanding of 
the essence of the co-teaching experience and the ways in which the evolution of partnerships 
impacts both teacher behaviors and perceptions.   
Interviews (both individual and partner) will be conducted with teachers in those co-
taught classrooms to gather qualitative data regarding their choices of pedagogy, their 
perceptions of the co-teaching partnerships, and their observations of changes in the level of 
engagement in the classroom and performance on a global basis.  Classroom observations will be 
conducted in a sampling of eight co-taught classrooms at four secondary schools at various 
stages of implementing the co-teaching model.  Data collection components for each portion of 
the research are discussed in further detail in the research methods section appearing later in this 
chapter.    
Three research questions were considered integral to this study: 
1. How do secondary school teachers describe the experiences and elements of co-
teaching they perceive as having impacted their classroom practices? 
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2. How do secondary school co-teachers perceive the changes their partnerships have 
experienced over time? 
3. How do secondary school teachers describe their feelings of efficacy and perceived 
professional aptitude after participating in a co-teaching partnership?  
This chapter contains descriptions of the population covered by the research, sites, 
methods, rationale, and ethical considerations of the study.  It is important to note the critical 
aspect of ethical considerations in all phases of designing, conducting, and disseminating 
research.  Ethics are of paramount importance when negotiating, obtaining, and maintaining 
access to research sites and subjects as well as when writing and distributing reports (Creswell, 
Educational Research, 2012).   
Research Design and Rationale 
“To arrive at certainty, anything outside immediate experience must be ignored, and in 
this way the external world is reduced to the contents of personal consciousness (Groenewald, 
2004, p. 4).  The aim of phenomenology is to understand and make meaning of an experience 
from the perspectives of the people involved.  As the researcher desired to gain an understanding 
of the phenomenon of co-teaching as experienced by teachers actively implementing the 
practice, and as a reflection of the stance of the researcher herself, a qualitative 
phenomenological study was deemed most appropriate.   
The researcher holds a constructivist perspective with underpinnings rooted in  
ontological postulations, leading to the perception of reality as purely individual and based on 
the experiences and mental models of each individual (Creswell, 2007).  Reality is, then, 
subjective and situations are perceived differently by individuals based on the way their own life 
experiences have contributed to the development of their mental models.  As this research 
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focuses on the lived experiences and perceptions of teachers applying the co-teaching model in 
secondary school classrooms and as it seeks to derive meaning from those experiences and 
perceptions, a qualitative methodology was considered appropriate. 
The primary method of data collection for this phenomenological study will be in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews with participating teachers.  Additionally, in order to add richness and 
depth to the data collected during the study, the researcher will collect artifacts, observe 
classroom behaviors and create related observation logs, and maintain a researcher’s journal 
throughout the process.  Extensive field notes will be taken during the interviews and 
observations.  These data collection methods are considered the most appropriate to gather data 
which is rich and deep, lending itself to an understanding of the co-teaching phenomenon. 
Teachers selected for participation in the study will be interviewed both individually and 
with their co-teaching partners. Purposeful sampling will be used to select co-teachers for 
participation in the study utilizing a list of co-teaching pairings at each school.  These lists will 
be made available by the school site administration in conjunction with the SCUSD Special 
Education Department.  Participating co-teachers will be asked to indicate their willingness to 
participate in two in-person interviews to be held at a location of their choice and will each 
individually indicate their agreement by returning a signed letter of participation to the 
researcher prior to the commencement of field work.  The data gathered during this portion of 
the study are aimed at coming to an “understanding of meaningful concrete relations implicit in 
the original description of experience in the context of a particular situation” consistent with a 
phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994, p. 14). 
Qualitative data for the study will be also be collected via in-person classroom visits to 
eight classrooms at four participating secondary schools, each staffed by teachers participating in 
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the interview portion of the study.  Classroom observations will be made via three separate visits 
to each co-taught classroom.  Observations will be made with no predetermined expectations; 
rather, information on teacher pedagogy and practices will be gathered and synthesized to 
determine the existence of themes and patterns in teacher behaviors.  Additionally, artifacts will 
be collected both during and subsequent to classroom observations to support the pedagogical 
approach of the teacher participants.  The combination of interview and observational data, 
supported by artifacts collected and the researcher’s own field notes, will provide a deep 
understanding of the observable changes co-teaching partnerships experience as they mature and 
the perceptions teachers hold with regard to their own pedagogy and efficacy in the co-taught 
classroom.   The information gathered will be recorded in observation logs and will be used to 
augment the data gathered from teacher interviews.   
Site and Population 
Population Description 
 The population from which participants in this study will be drawn is the collection of 
teachers participating in co-teaching partnerships in general education classrooms at four 
secondary schools in the Sacramento City Unified School District.  These teachers are either 
involved in partnerships to which they have been assigned or have independently selected their 
co-teaching partner.  As these schools are at varying stages of implementation of the co-teaching 
model, partnerships range in duration from one to four years.  Teachers selected for participation 
in this study have received varying amounts of professional development both prior to and 
during their co-teaching tenure and represent a variety of subject matter competencies. 
The population of co-teachers at the sites selected for participation is approximately 60% 
female and 40% male.  Sixteen (eight pairs) co-teachers will be selected for participation in 
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interviews and classroom observations via purposeful sampling; should data collection indicate 
the need for additional participants, snowball sampling will be used to identify additional co-
teaching partnerships for interview and observation.  Each co-teaching partnership will be 
comprised of one special educator and one general educator who is highly qualified in his or her 
subject matter area teaching in a general education classroom.  All co-teaching partnerships are 
conducted in core subject matter area classes (math, English language arts, science, and social 
science) and co-teachers may work cooperatively from one to five periods each day.  Educators 
may co-teach with the same partner for more than one period or may have multiple co-teaching 
partnerships throughout the day, depending upon the needs of the school site and population. 
Due to contractual restrictions, it is expected that the average class size in co-taught 
classrooms will be approximately twenty-eight students.  Student populations in co-taught 
classrooms are generally comprised of 75% general education students and 25% students with 
disabilities.  Special needs students in co-taught classrooms may be learning handicapped (LH), 
learning disabled (LD), and/or have emotional disabilities (ED).  Students in these classrooms 
may have either an IEP or a 504 plan in place to address accommodations and modifications 
necessary for access to the curriculum.  While the needs of individual students will be known to 
both the general and special educators, no such disclosure will be made to the researcher. 
Site Description 
The site for this study is spread across four secondary schools (two middle and two high 
schools) in the Sacramento City Unified School District.  The District, a large urban school 
district in Northern California, educates approximately 48,000 students at eighty-one campuses 
across the community, nearly 20% of who are receiving services for disabilities.  Seven of the 
schools are middle schools serving approximately 10,000 students and nine are comprehensive 
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high schools with a total student population of 15,000.  Of these schools, eleven are 
implementing some form of the co-teaching model.   
The primary site for obtaining access to teacher participants will be the Administrative 
Office of the Sacramento City Unified School District.  This office will grant access to the 
individual school sites for research purposes.  Participating co-teachers will grant access to their 
individual classrooms.  No student identification data will be collected and no images taken for 
research purposes; thus, no permission from students and/or their families is necessary.  Teacher 
interviews will be held either on campus or at locations chosen by individual teachers and 
partners.   
Site Access 
 Four secondary school sites in one district have been selected for participation in this 
study.  An in-person meeting with the Interim Superintendent will be used to introduce the study 
to the district and to obtain preliminary approval for access to select secondary schools.  
Subsequently, a letter, including the purpose of the study and a statement that all information 
obtained will be kept confidential, will be sent to the district seeking their formal agreement to 
allow school sites and teachers to participate in the study.  Teachers participating in co-teaching 
partnerships will be contacted in person to ascertain their interest in participating in the study.  
Subsequently, a written invitation will be dispatched to each interested co-teaching team.  This 
invitation will explain the nature of the research and include a statement that all data gathered 
during the study will be kept confidential and information gathered is to be used for research 
purposes only.  The letter will also include a section explaining the classroom observation 
portion of the study and asking for access to their classrooms for data collection purposes.   
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Research Methods 
Description of Methods Used 
As the purpose of phenomenological research is to capture the experiences and 
perceptions of the participants in order to explain a phenomenon as they see it, prescribing a 
specific methodology to such a study can be difficult.  According to Hycner (1985), “No 
method…can be arbitrarily imposed on a phenomenon since that would do a great injustice to the 
integrity of that phenomenon” (p. 280).  However, several researchers have refined Hycner’s 
ideas and produced methodologies which allow the data to speak for themselves while retaining 
the essence of the experience for consideration and interpretation.  The specific methodology 
selected for this study is transcendental phenomenology as developed by Clark Moustakas 
(1994). 
Moustakas (1994) described his own methodology for phenomenology, known as 
Transcendental Phenomenology, stating that “All things become clear and evident through an 
intuitive-reflective process, through a transformation of what is seen; first intuitively in the 
common appearance, in the manner in which something is presented and then in the fullness and 
clarity of an intuitive-reflective process” (p. 32).  In developing his methodology, Moustakas 
drew upon the works of Husserl, who was himself greatly influenced by the earlier works of 
Descartes.  Moustakas describes three core processes which are part of transcendental 
phenomenology and which make up the methodology applied to such studies.  Those core 
processes are termed Epoche, Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction, and Imaginative 
Variation (p. 33).   
Data for this study will be collected using in-depth, semi-structured interviews (both one-
on-one and paired) and observations designed to collect qualitative data at one point in time 
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measuring current attitudes and practices of teachers participating in co-teaching partnerships.  
The interview portion of the study is designed to obtain insight into the thoughts and perceptions 
of the teacher participants so as to describe the experience as they see it.  According to Kvale & 
Brinkman (2008) “knowledge is constructed in the interaction between the interviewer and the 
interviewee” (p. 2).  Thus, the interviewer will use the data collected during interviews to begin 
to construct an explanation of the co-teaching reality as seen by study participants.  During 
Synthesis, the results will be integrated with data from artifacts, field notes, and the researcher’s 
journal to interpret the findings and determine common themes among the data. 
One-on-One Semi-Structured Interviews 
Sixteen one-on-one, semi-structured interviews (each approximately forty-five to sixty 
minutes in length) will be conducted to obtain an understanding of the perceptions and 
experiences of teachers participating in co-teaching partnerships, their beliefs about the practice, 
and their roles in their current partnerships.  
Instrument Description.  The semi-structured interview protocol will be comprised of 
open-ended questions intended to encourage dialogue and maintain flexibility in the 
conversations. The initial interview protocol will include questions designed to elicit information 
on teacher perceptions and beliefs about their specific partnerships, their preparation for co-
teaching, and how they perceive the efficacy of co-teaching on their student populations.  
Additional questions and avenues for discussion will emerge during the interviews, ensuring 
detailed data from the interviewees on specific co-teaching topics as well as potentially 
unforeseen areas of interest. Leading questions will relate to the interviewee’s background, 
professional role in education, and experiences during his or her co-teaching tenure. All 
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interview questions will focus on the educator’s experiences during co-teaching, and how co-
teaching has influenced their professional career and teaching practices.  
Interviews will be both video and audio-recorded (for purposes of redundancy) with the 
permission of teacher participants.  To maintain order and anonymity in data storage, each 
recording will be assigned a file name consisting of the date of the interview and a participant 
number assigned to each teacher (i.e., Participant 2 28 April 14).  Video and audio recordings 
will be created digitally and each electronic file will be stored on a hard drive as well as a 
removable flash drive in order to ensure redundancy and integrity of data. 
Participant Selection.  Interview participants will be purposefully selected from a list of 
co-teaching partnerships provided by site administration at each of the schools selected.  Eight 
co-teaching partnerships (two at each school site) consisting of sixteen individual teachers will 
be selected from the identified population of co-teaching partnerships. 
Identification and Invitation.  Initial identification of interview participants will be done 
via discussion with both district special education leaders and site administration at each of the 
four participating school sites.  Those teachers indicating their willingness to participate and 
selected for the study will be contacted via telephone as well as by an email letter of invitation 
provided both teachers in a partnership agree to participate.  Interview subjects will be asked to 
complete a consent form and a follow-up email detailing the process of concealing identity, 
protecting privacy, and right to discontinue participation at any time will be dispatched.  Finally, 
at the commencement of the interview phase of the study, these items will be reviewed verbally 
and explained in detail. 
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Data Collection. Data will be collected through the use of both an audio and video 
recording of the interview, interviewer notes, and transcription. Each interview will follow the 
semi-structured interview protocol previously noted.  During the actual interview, the researcher 
will take written notes regarding both verbal and non-verbal behavior. Subsequent to each 
interview, the researcher will transcribe the audio from the interview verbatim, appropriately 
noting additional observations within the transcript.  Additionally, the researcher will review the 
video recording and make notes on the behaviors, expressions, gestures, and attitudes of the 
participants as they answer questions in the interview protocol. The data will be saved, backed 
up, and maintained in a locked filing cabinet to prevent degradation of electronic files and to 
eliminate the potential for compromising participant confidentiality.  Electronic files will be 
coded in accordance with the protocol noted above. 
Paired Semi-Structured Interviews 
In order to determine if co-teaching partners construct mutual meanings from their 
experiences or if dissimilar interpretations are present in their perceptions, eight semi-structured 
interviews will be conducted with both co-teaching partners present, each approximately forty-
five to sixty minutes in length.  These interviews are designed to obtain an understanding of the 
shared perceptions and experiences of teachers participating in co-teaching partnerships, where 
their beliefs about the practice agree and where they diverge, and how they mutually describe 
their individual roles in their current partnerships. Data gathered from interviewing co-teachers 
together is expected to differ from that gathered during individual interviews as the responses 
and reflections of each teacher build upon one another.  This data is likely to differ significantly 
from the data gathered from individual interviews. 
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Instrument Description.  The interview protocol will be comprised of open-ended 
questions intended to encourage dialogue and maintain flexibility in the conversations. The 
initial interview protocol will include questions designed to elicit information on how they came 
to be involved in the partnership, their perceptions and beliefs about their specific partnership, 
how they feel their partnership has evolved, what factors have contributed to or hindered the 
evolution of their partnership, and how they perceive the efficacy of their co-teaching partnership 
on their student populations.  Additional questions and avenues for discussion will emerge 
during the interviews, ensuring detailed data from the interviewee on specific co-teaching topics 
as well as potentially unforeseen areas of interest. Leading questions will relate to the use of 
specific instructional strategies, opportunities for professional development and networking with 
other co-teachers, and experiences with site or district administration. All interview questions 
will focus on the educator’s experiences during co-teaching, and how co-teaching has influenced 
their professional career and teaching practices.  
Interviews will be both video and audio-recorded (for purposes of redundancy) with the 
permission of teacher participants.  To maintain order and anonymity in data storage, each 
recording will be assigned a file name consisting of the date of the interview and a participant 
number assigned to each co-teaching partnership (i.e., Partnership 3 05 May 14).  Video and 
audio recordings will be made digitally and each electronic file will be stored on a hard drive as 
well as a removable flash drive in order to ensure redundancy and integrity of data. 
Participant Selection.  Teachers selected for participation in the partner interviews will 
be the same as those chosen for participation in the one-on-one interviews previously discussed.  
Eight co-teaching partnerships – two at each school site - consisting of sixteen individual 
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teachers will be randomly selected from the identified population of co-teaching partnerships, 
resulting in eight interviews of co-teaching pairs. 
Identification and Invitation.  Initial identification of interview participants will be done 
via discussion with both district special education leaders and site administration at each of the 
four participating school sites.  Those teachers indicating their willingness to participate and 
selected for the study will be contacted via telephone as well as by an email letter of invitation 
provided both teachers in a partnership agree to participate.  Interview subjects will be asked to 
complete a consent form and a follow-up email detailing the process of concealing identity, 
protecting privacy, and right to discontinue participation at any time will be dispatched.  Finally, 
at the commencement of the interview phase of the study, these items will be reviewed verbally 
and explained in detail. 
Data Collection. Data will be collected through the use of both an audio and video 
recording of the interview, interviewer notes, and transcription. Each interview will follow the 
semi-structured interview protocol previously noted.  During the actual interview, the researcher 
will take written notes regarding both verbal and non-verbal behavior. Subsequent to each 
interview, the researcher will transcribe the audio from the interview verbatim, appropriately 
noting additional observations within the transcript. Additionally, the researcher will review the 
video recording and make notes on the behaviors, expressions, gestures, and attitudes of the 
participants as they answer questions in the interview protocol.   The data will be saved, backed 
up, and maintained in a locked filing cabinet to prevent degradation of electronic files and to 
eliminate the potential for compromising participant confidentiality.  Data gathered from 
interviewing co-teaching pairs is expected to reflect the reality of the partners as they jointly 
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experience co-teaching and may differ significantly from the data gathered from one-on-one 
interviews. 
Classroom Observations 
Twenty-four classroom observations will be scheduled, each approximately forty-five 
minutes in length.  Three observations to each classroom staffed by a participating co-teaching 
partnership will be conducted to collect data on specific teacher behaviors, instructional 
methodologies, and pedagogical practices in use in the classroom.  
Instrument Description.  Classroom observation data on pedagogy and student 
engagement will be collected using observation logs in conjunction with an observation protocol 
tool.  Additionally, artifact logs will be employed to catalogue items of significance gathered 
during observations.  Data collected will include both descriptive and reflective notes and 
information on non-verbal communications such as gestures, posture, facial expressions, and 
movement around the classroom space.  Artifacts expected to be collected include samples of 
student handouts, writing prompts, and photographs of the classroom workspace.  Additionally, 
digital audio recordings of observations will be made to capture verbal interaction between the 
co-teachers as well as between teachers and students.  Due to privacy concerns for students 
enrolled in co-taught classrooms, no video recording will be made. 
Participant Selection.  Teacher participants for classroom observation will consist of the 
co-teaching partners participating in the one-on-one and paired interviews.   
Identification and Invitation.  Identification of teacher participants is outlined above.  
Selection of individual course sections co-taught by teacher participants will be done randomly 
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from the teachers’ assigned caseload and agreed upon prior to the start of the interview phase of 
the study.   
Data Collection. Data will be collected through the use of an observation protocol tool 
designed to capture data on specific pedagogical practices, through observation notes taken by 
the researcher, and via an audio recording of the observation itself.  The observer will code each 
co-teaching practice (one teaching, one assisting, team teaching, parallel teaching, etc.) in the 
observation notes and indicate during which practices were in use and for what duration.    
Additionally, codes will be used to indicate specific teacher behaviors such as one-on-one 
interactions with students, interactions involving only the co-teaching partners, and other 
observed behaviors.  The audio recording will be compared with the observation protocol tool, 
observation log, and researcher’s notes to glean additional information on common themes and 
behaviors underpinning the essence of the phenomenon. 
Artifacts will be collected based on their significance to the instructional environment 
and pedagogy being employed by the co-teaching partners.  Photographs of the classroom may 
be taken to support the organization of teacher workspace and the distribution of authority as 
exhibited by posters, whiteboard agendas, and other classroom features.  Student handouts, 
writing prompts, and other teacher-created artifacts may be collected to support the division of 
labor between the co-teachers when such documents are identified as having been created by 
either or both of the instructors. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
The three core processes which comprise transcendental phenomenology, termed Epoche, 
Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction, and Imaginative Variation, are what help themes 
in the data become clear to the researcher.  The first process, or Epoche, involves the bracketing 
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of the researcher’s experiences and a setting aside of preconceived notions about a phenomenon.  
In the Epoche process, “everyday understandings, judgments, and knowings are set aside, and 
phenomena are revisited, freshly, naively, in a wide open sense, from the vantage point of a pure 
or transcendental ego.”  Epoche is followed up by Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction, 
wherein the researcher perceives the phenomenon being studied and describes it in a “fresh and 
new way” (p. 33).  Through Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction, the researcher derives 
a description of the essence of the phenomenon from the “vantage point of an open self” (p. 33).  
Next, Imaginative Variation is employed whereby the researcher views the phenomenon from a 
variety of perspectives in an effort to develop the themes emerging from data.  Finally, the three 
core processes are followed up by a final process known as Synthesis, in which the researcher 
makes meaning from the data by actually describing the essence of the phenomenon. 
 
 
Figure 3: Transcendental Phenomenological Methodology 
 
Synthesis:  Distillation of the 
essence of a phenomenon
Imaginative 
Variation: 
Consideration of 
the 
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from all angles
Transcendental-
Phenomenological 
Reduction: 
Experiences 
considered 
singularly
Epoche:  
Bracketing 
by the 
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  As the researcher has participated in a co-teaching partnership in the past, the first step 
will be to bracket out those experiences and perceptions as a part of the Epoche process. The 
phenomenon of co-teaching will be approached outside of the researcher’s own beliefs that what 
was reality in previous co-teaching experiences remains and is applicable to the co-teaching 
partnerships being studied.  In this way, the researcher creates an “unfettered stance” and an 
opportunity for “setting aside predilections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, 
events, and people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the 
first time (p. 94). 
Next, through interviews, observation, and the collection of artifacts and field notes, a 
recursive process of “looking and describing” the experiences and perceptions of co-teaching 
subjects in order to reach a stage of “listening with a conscious and deliberate intention of 
opening…to phenomena as phenomena, in their own right, with their own textures and 
meanings” (p. 92).  Data will then be viewed from divergent perspectives, allowing for 
imagination and creativity to shape the phenomenon according to the information gathered as the 
researcher uses the “how” discovered during the Reduction phase to make sense of the data (p. 
98).  Lastly, data will be synthesized and distilled into a “into a unified statement of the essences 
of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” (p. 100).  While this will represent the 
interpretations of the essence of the co-teaching phenomenon as studied, Moustakas is careful to 
caution that the product of such a study “represents the essences at a particular time and place 
from the vantage point of an individual researcher following an exhaustive imaginative and 
reflective study of the phenomenon” (p. 101).  The phenomenon will continue to be shaped by 
the perceptions of those experiencing it and synthesis of data from other points of reference is, 
therefore, likely to yield different results. 
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Recorded information from the one-on-one and paired interviews will be transcribed 
from the audio recordings.  After all interview data is transcribed, it will be reviewed on a 
preliminary basis for over-arching ideas and themes to see if any grand themes are readily 
apparent prior to coding by the researcher. Creswell (2012) states that coding is the mechanism 
by which a researcher is able to describe and develop themes from the data and answer major 
research questions, “forming an in-depth understanding of the central phenomenon through 
description and thematic development” (p. 247). According to Merriam (2009), “assigning codes 
to a piece of data is the way [a researcher] begins to construct categories” (p. 179).   
The researcher will code the data using words and denotations specific to the researcher.  
Attribute coding will be used to record demographic information about the participants and other 
essential information about the data, while structural coding will be used to assist in identifying 
major topic or themes arising from the interviews.  Subsequently, second cycle axial coding will 
be done to determine interaction among and between the data (Saldana, 2009).  Field notes 
accompanying the interviews will be coded in a similar fashion.  Interview transcripts will be 
hand coded once, reviewed, and hand coded a second time approximately two weeks later to 
seek themes and patterns which may not have been evident during the first analysis.  Themes and 
patterns emerging from the data will be summarized in a table designed to further elucidate 
meaning evident in the interviews. 
Classroom observation data and field notes made by the researcher, along with 
observation logs, will be analyzed and magnitude coding utilized to determine frequency of 
observed behaviors and specific pedagogical practices.  According to Saldana (2009), magnitude 
coding is appropriate for "qualitizing" a phenomenon's intensity, frequency, direction, or 
presence"(p, 60).  A second coding will be performed focusing on teacher pedagogy and 
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behaviors with respect to Cook and Friend’s framework for “What Co-Teaching Looks Like” 
(Cook & Friend, 1995).  This second coding will assist in determining if the changes in teacher 
behaviors and methodologies conform to a set pattern or if the evolution of the partnerships 
studied has followed a different path.  Additionally, process coding of observation logs will 
assist in identifying actions and interactions among teachers and students.  Second cycle axial 
coding will be done to determine interaction among and between the data as well as to identify 
patterns and trends evident in the teacher and student behaviors noted.   
Stages of Data Collection 
 The data collection portion of this study will begin with the selection of teachers 
participating in co-teaching partnerships for participation in the interviews and classroom 
observations.  Classroom observations will be conducted prior to the interviews with teachers 
due to the time-sensitive nature of classroom schedules during the academic year.  Classrooms 
will be observed three times over the course of a three-week span, once per week in each 
classroom occurring on differing days of the week so as to eliminate any calendar bias (i.e., 
students more engaged on a Wednesday than a Friday due to upcoming weekend distractions).  
Data collected from this stage of the research will be axially coded and analyzed immediately 
following the last classroom observation so as to inform the semi-structured interviews with 
teachers to follow. 
 Artifacts will be collected during classroom observations and will be used to make 
meaning of the specific behaviors and pedagogical practices of the co-teaching partners.  
Artifacts are expected to include items such as classroom handouts, photographs of classroom 
board configurations, and postings around the classroom which speak to teaching methodologies 
and pedagogical practices. 
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An in-depth, semi-structured interview protocol will be designed to elicit information 
with regard to teacher perceptions of the co-teaching relationship, teacher preparation and 
ongoing professional development, and teacher beliefs about their pedagogy and practices.  One-
on-one and paired interviews with teachers will be conducted as the last phase of the research, 
after coding of observation data.  Interviews will be scheduled according to teacher convenience 
and are anticipated to be completed over the span of two months during the summer break.  Data 
from the interviews will be axially coded and analyzed in conjunction with observational data to 
determine patterns and themes informing the research conclusions. 
As phenomenological research seeks to uncover the essence of a particular phenomenon 
and for the researcher to bracket out personal experiences and biases, a journal will be kept 
throughout the study to record the researcher’s thoughts and experiences throughout each stage 
of the research.  This bracketing and setting aside of preconceived notions and prior experiences 
is part of the epoche phase of phenomenological research and serves to help the researcher 
delineate thoughts and opinions from research data. 
Ethical Considerations 
 In order to ensure a focus on ethical considerations, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
requirements of Drexel University will guide this research.  The district participating in this 
study is expected to accept the Drexel University IRB approval and issue approval for research at 
its institutions accordingly.  Research such as this study, which involves human subjects, should 
always be carried out in the most ethical way possible, ensuring that the risks and benefits to the 
participants are carefully managed and disclosed.  The study proposed herein posed minimal risk 
to the participants and the identities of teacher participants will be kept strictly confidential 
throughout and subsequent to the study.  Student identification data will not be collected and is, 
therefore, at no risk of disclosure.  The proposed research will be reviewed and approved through 
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Drexel’s Institutional Review Board process, and the researcher has been IRB certified via ethics 
education training provided by the Collaborative Institution Training Initiative (CITI) and all 
Drexel University IRB requirements will be strictly followed.  To protect the rights of the 
participants in the study, SCUSD, the participating school sites, and the teachers involved in the 
study will be informed in detail about the purpose of the study, the intended use of the results of 
the research, and any risks known to the researcher at the commencement of the study. 
The study involves verifying site access for purposes of this study with both the Sacramento 
City Unified School District (SCUSD) and the individual school sites.  As such, a letter from 
SCUSD approving site access will be available for the institutional review.  A brief description 
of the purpose of the research and the research methodology will be provided to teachers as part 
of the letter of informed consent provided prior to the start of the study.   
 A statement regarding indication of acceptance of the understanding of those risks and 
benefits will be present in the body of the letter.  Informed consent will be received from each 
interview participant prior to initiating classroom observations and interviews and will include a 
written statement of the participant’s understanding of the risks and benefits associated with the 
study as well as the confidentiality of their responses. 
All data collected for the study will be electronically stored on a flash drive specific to the 
research.  The flash drive will be password protected and accessible only by the researcher.  
Teacher participants will be referred to by pseudonyms and their school sites will not be evident 
from the information provided in the study; however, the name of the participating district will 
be disclosed as it has been determined to be of no risk to study participants.  Any hard copies of 
field notes and/or artifacts will be digitally preserved and the original documents stored in a 
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locked and secure location for a minimum of three years subsequent to the completion of the 
study. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
Legislation and public sentiment to do “what’s right” for students with disabilities has led 
to a dramatic increase in the number of co-teaching partnerships in secondary school classrooms. 
These partnerships are one component of the many ways educators seek to provide students with 
disabilities a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment. As previously 
discussed, the co-teaching platform offers schools a way to provide all students, disabled or not, 
with a rigorous course of study administered by both a “highly qualified” subject matter expert 
and a special education expert, all in the general education classroom.  While providing 
specialized supports and services administered by a general educator alongside a special educator 
is seemingly an ideal solution to identifying the least restrictive environment, the actual success 
of co-teaching has never been definitively addressed.  Research has provided few absolute 
conclusions about the connection between co-teaching and teacher efficacy.   
Because it provides the ability to offer specialized supports and services administered by 
a special educator alongside a general educator, the co-teaching platform gives schools a way to 
provide all students access to challenging and relevant curricula.  However, despite a multitude 
of studies, few definitive conclusions about the connection between co-teaching and the 
effectiveness of educators have been reached.  This phenomenological study was designed to 
examine the perceptions and behaviors of teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships, the 
evolution of those partnerships over time, and the effects of those perceptions on teaching 
methodologies affecting engagement of secondary school students, both general and special 
education. Through this examination, the study sought to achieve a greater understanding of the 
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co-teaching phenomenon so as to assist in improvements in the preparation of co-teachers, their 
continuing education and support, and the advancement of the practice as a viable method for 
inclusion of students with special needs in the general education classroom. 
The study utilized a transcendental phenomenological approach to understanding the 
essence of the co-teaching experience and sought to gain an understanding of the realities of 
educators involved in co-teaching partnerships.  Through examining how co-teaching affects 
teacher behaviors and perceptions, the research attempted to comprehend how the co-teaching 
experience could be improved upon to provide equal access to the curriculum and a rigorous 
education for disabled and non-disabled students alike.  The outcomes of this research are 
intended to lead to a deeper understanding of the practice of co-teaching and the ways teachers 
(and by default, their students) are impacted by the experience.   
A phenomenological approach to this study was achieved through the use of multiple 
interviews as well as observations of teachers involved in co-teaching relationships of varying 
durations.  Data was collected through interviews and elaborated upon via classroom visits 
focused on observation of the application of specific pedagogy and teacher behaviors.  The 
combination of these methods sought to provide an understanding of the essence of the co-
teaching experience and how teacher behaviors and perceptions are impacted by the evolution of 
those partnerships.  Twenty-four interviews were conducted with teachers currently in co-
teaching partnerships.  Sixteen of those interviews were conducted individually with each 
teacher and eight included both partners in a co-teaching relationship.  The interviews were 
focused on gathering qualitative data regarding pedagogy, perceptions, and opinions on changes 
in efficacy on a global basis.  Classroom observations were conducted in a sampling of eight co-
taught classrooms at four secondary schools; data collection components for each portion of the 
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research were discussed in further detail in the research methods section appearing earlier in this 
study.    
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the experiences 
and behaviors of co-teachers in co-teaching partnerships of varying durations, the perceptions of 
those teachers regarding their partnerships and teaching efficacy, and the impact of maturing co-
teaching partnerships on teaching efficacy and aptitude.  The study sought to offer an 
understanding of the experiences of co-teaching partners, both general and special education 
teachers, and how the evolution of such partnerships impacts teacher perceptions of their own 
efficacy in the classroom.  By means of the research, educators and administrators at secondary 
schools may be better able to make decisions with regard to creating co-teaching partnerships 
and the success of students placed in classrooms led by both a special and general educator.  
Research Questions 
To determine the stated objectives of this study, the following questions guided the 
research: 
1. How do secondary school teachers describe the experiences and elements of co-
teaching they perceive as having impacted their classroom practices? 
2. How do secondary school co-teachers perceive the changes their partnerships have 
experienced over time? 
3. How do secondary school teachers describe their feelings of efficacy and perceived 
professional aptitude after participating in a co-teaching partnership? 
Participant Demographics 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  79 
 
 
 
The participants in this study included sixteen fully-credentialed secondary school 
teachers in a large, urban school district in Northern California working in co-teaching pairs of 
one general and one special educator per classroom. Eight of the teachers were general education 
teachers (three with clear credentials to teach math and five to teach English Language Arts) and 
eight were special educators possessing clear Education Specialist credentials.  For purposes of 
credentialing in California, educators are initially issued preliminary teaching credentials for a 
maximum five-year duration. During those five years, each teacher must participate in an 
induction program designed to support his or her ongoing professional development and 
education, supervised by a tenured teacher.  Once teachers have completed all activities in an 
induction program (typically over a two-year period), portfolios are submitted as evidence of 
their professional growth and their credentials status is changed to “clear”, indicating that all 
requirements for classroom teaching have been completed. 
Four of the teachers in this study, including one credentialed in English Language Arts, 
one credentialed in math, and two Education Specialists were middle school teachers teaching at 
the seventh and eighth grade levels. The remaining were high school teachers providing 
instruction in math and English Language Arts.  Four schools were represented in the study; two 
middle and two high schools participated in the research. Three of the participating teachers were 
male, ranging in age from 36 to 50, and thirteen were females between the ages of 25 and 55.  
Table 1 provides detailed demographic information for each of the study participants. 
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Table 1 
Detailed Participant Demographic Data 
Identifier Age Gender Credential Academic 
Level 
Teaching 
Tenure 
Co-
Teaching 
Tenure 
JV 38 Male Clear Single Subject, 
Math 
Middle School, 
Grade 7 
14 years 1 year 
MG 34 Female Clear Education 
Specialist 
Middle School, 
Grade 7 
10 years 1 year 
AS 44 Female Clear Education 
Specialist 
Middle School, 
Grade 8 
2 years 1 year 
PK 36 Male Clear Single Subject, 
English Language Arts 
Middle School, 
Grade 8 
6 years 1 year 
ED 27 Female Clear Single Subject, 
English Language Arts 
High School, 
Grade 11 
5 years 3 years 
MR 29 Female Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 11 
6 years 3 years 
TD 32 Male Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 10 
6 years 2 years 
CK 25 Female Clear Single Subject, 
Math 
High School, 
Grade 10 
3 years 2 years 
PD 55 Female Clear Single Subject, 
Math 
High School, 
Grade 9 
4 years 2 years 
MH 30 Female Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 9 
5 years 2 years 
NH 38 Female Clear Single Subject, 
English Language Arts 
High School, 
Grade 9 
10 years 1 year 
HC 36 Female Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 9 
5 years 1 year 
MB 48 Female Clear Single Subject, 
English Language Arts 
High School, 
Grade 10 
20 years 4 years 
CW 50 Male Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 10 
15 years 4 years 
MX 44 Female Clear Single Subject, 
English Language Arts 
High School, 
Grade 11 
11 years 3 years 
TP 32 Female Clear, Education 
Specialist 
High School, 
Grade 11 
4 years 3 years 
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Findings 
The findings presented in this chapter represent the culmination of this study which was 
conducted using a transcendental phenomenological approach to field research and data 
collection (Moustakas, 1994).  From the data set, which consisted of audio recordings and 
transcripts from semi-structured interviews, video and audio recordings of classroom 
observations, field, notes, and artifacts collected during observations, four major themes 
emerged.  The four emerging findings of this study are: a) Personality and the Co-Teaching 
Partnership; b) Impact of Time on Perceived Efficacy; c) The Power of the Partnership in 
Professional Development; and d) Institutionalized Disparity Between General and Special 
Educators.  These themes, including their respective sub-findings, will be discussed at length 
throughout this chapter and will provide the basis for recommendations discussed in chapter five.  
Figure four provides a visual representation of the findings and sub-themes that have emerged 
throughout the course of this research. 
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Figure 4. Major findings and sub-findings of the study.  
Major Themes and Sub-Findings
• Connecting on a personal level enables the partnership to thrive.
• Partners must have complimentary, not necessarily identical, personality 
types for the partnership to thrive.
• Choice in co-teaching partners is crucial to long-term success in the 
classroom.
• Respect and mutual trust underpin successful long-term co-teaching 
partnerships.
Personality and the Co-Teaching Partnership
• Successful partnerships perceive parity and efficacy from the first days of 
the co-teaching relationship.
• Feelings of parity influence instructional innovation from early in the 
partnership.
• Initial mistrust and uneven division of responsibility impacting 
perceptions of efficacy are not remedied over time.
• Increased perceptions of efficacy are seen through years one and two of 
a partnership's maturation but remain consistent beyond that point.
Impact of Time on Perceived Efficacy
• Successful co-teachers help to develop one another.
• Observation and coaching specific to the co-teaching relationship is 
powerful for both the partnership and the individual teachers involved.
• Unsuccessful partnerships can inhibit or prevent the professional growth 
of teachers in co-teaching relationships.
• Partners recognize each other’s weaknesses and, in successful parings, 
help develop one another.
The Power of the Partnership in Professional 
Development
• Even in successful partnerships perceived disparity exists due to 
preparation during credential programs.
• Recognition of both co-teachers as equally important to the general 
education classroom is often absent.
• General education teachers most often take the instructional lead in co-
taught general education classrooms.
• Special educators in co-teaching relationships perceive a lack of expertise 
due to deficiencies in subject matter preparation.
Institutionalized Disparity Between General and 
Special Educators
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Personality and the Co-Teaching Partnership 
Above all else, compatible personality types were cited as the hallmark of successful co-
teaching partnerships.  Overwhelmingly, teachers participating in the study felt that partnering 
with someone whose value systems and beliefs were complementary to their own was the key to 
finding synergy and success in the classroom.  While noting that similarities in execution were 
helpful, both special and general educators emphasized that personalities in partnerships did not 
have to be identical; in fact, they often stated that compatibility came from disparate 
personalities which complimented each other’s strengths and weaknesses.   
Connecting on a personal level enables the partnership to thrive. 
Through multiple responses to interview questions focused on gaining an understanding 
of what made teachers feel competent and successful in the co-teaching classroom, the research 
uncovered that teachers who felt a personal connection with their co-teaching partners were more 
likely to thrive in those partnerships and be willing to compromise for the sake of student 
achievement. 
My administrators are very supportive of the co-teaching experience.  They feel as if we, 
as professional educators, are the best to determine who we can work well with.  They 
allow us to make choices based on personalities and to continue working with partners as 
long as we’d like; there’s no switching up of partners from year to year.  I think that has 
really been key for me and my positive feelings about co-teaching.  (MB) 
 
Connections between teachers were evident in classroom observations, where it was 
noted that where teachers felt a synergy from the early days of their partnerships, they engaged 
students more frequently, asked more complex questions, and were more willing to take risks 
than were those in classrooms where partnership dynamics were strained or uncomfortable.  In 
situations where teachers reported feeling at ease with each other, students also appeared to feel 
at ease with the learning process, no matter which teacher took the lead or which teaching 
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strategies were employed.  Students working with successful co-teaching partnerships were also 
exposed to a wider variety of teaching methodologies such as parallel teaching, station teaching, 
and team teaching. 
We’re both very experienced teachers and, because of that, it seems that we should’ve 
had a difficult time working together.  I think because she has a number of years of 
experiences which are so different from mine, and yet she has the same passion for 
teaching I still possess…I think that’s what makes this work.  My experience is in 
suburban, middle class schools and hers is in challenged urban settings.  Definitely 
different yet at the bottom of it is the desire to see growth in all our students.  (CW) 
 
Here, CW acknowledges that each co-teaching partner comes to the partnership with a 
different set of expectations and experiences yet successful partnerships use connections made 
through those experiences to forge a bond students can identify with and learn from.  A shared 
passion for teaching was the connection which brought CW and MB together for the benefit of 
their students and themselves. 
MR, a secondary school special educator, talked about how her personal relationship with 
her co-teaching partner formed the basis for initially selecting her as a partner.  Her comments 
indicated that she felt personal compatibility was important to the co-teaching relationship and 
should be considered prior to undertaking the partnership at all. 
We didn’t really know each other before we started co teaching.  I mean, I was pretty 
new and so was she, but we had seen each other on campus and talked about our interest 
in soccer so when they asked if I would be willing to co-teach, I said yes but only if she 
were my partner.  Now, even though we’re really different people in terms of our outside 
interests as well as our teaching and behavior management styles, we work really well 
together.  She compliments me where I need to be stronger and I do the same for her.  
She’s kind of like my “work wife” in some ways. (MR) 
 
Those partners who felt such a personal connection were able to find common ground 
more quickly, trust one another with subject matter, and experiment to find what worked in their 
joint classroom.  Where personalities came together in such a fashion, study participants reported 
lower levels of conflict and easier resolution of issues when they arose.  Additionally, in 
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partnerships where personalities complimented one another, classroom observations noted less 
frequent attempts by students to use one teacher against another by questioning both in pursuit of 
the answer they wanted to hear.   
Partners must have complimentary, not necessarily identical, personality types for 
the partnership to thrive. 
The study found that most of the participants regarded the complimentary nature of their 
personality types to be the hallmark of a successful co-teaching relationship.  Overwhelmingly, 
teachers referred to the differences between them as the very elements enabling them to 
successfully work together for the benefit of their students. 
He’s not like me at all, but that’s what makes this work.  We complement each other’s 
strengths and weaknesses and that helps us balance in the classroom.  Students benefit 
when they are able to see two different styles or perspectives, and I think that’s what we 
bring by being totally different people yet being completely comfortable working with 
one another. (CK) 
 
By recognizing the benefits inherent in the different personalities brought to the 
partnership, CK points out a critical element to the co-teaching relationship.  While individuals 
are often unable to recognize their own weaknesses and work to develop them into strengths, co-
teachers with complimentary personalities consistently model positive behaviors for one another 
which can be used to improve their partner’s practice.  In the case of the CK/TD partnership, the 
teachers capitalize on their differences to highlight areas which work for students of differing 
abilities. 
In the ED/MR co-teaching partnership, the co-teachers weren’t well known to one 
another before agreeing to the partnership but have found their complimentary personalities to be 
what helps them be successful and grow as educators. 
I’m kinda a new teacher, so I’m excited to try everything.  When she approached me with 
the idea of co-teaching, I was all for it.  I only knew her tangentially, so we’ve come to 
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know one another’s quirks over time but it’s those very quirks that make it work for the 
students and increase their willingness to engage.  She’s not me and I’m not her so we 
learn from one another and the students can really grow by seeing two very different 
people work together as closely as we do.  (ED) 
 
By citing their differences as the elements which make students willing to engage, ED 
points out that co-teachers are likely to have a wide array of student personalities and learning 
types in the classroom which could benefit from two different sets of life experiences.  
Additionally, she highlights that students learn patience and teamwork by seeing success 
between disparate individuals. 
JV, a middle school general educator credentialed in English Language Arts, also noted 
the importance of compatible but not identical personalities. 
When I started teaching with her this year, I was really apprehensive because my last co-
teaching partner and I had been together for three years and we really were more like a 
couple than teachers who worked together.  We liked the same things, listened to the 
same music, ate the same food and in the end, it didn’t work out.  When she said she 
wanted to teach on her own, I was kind of hurt.  Splitting up our partnership was like a 
divorce and there were hard feelings because I felt like I wasn’t good enough or 
something.  But now, after being given a choice as to who my new partner is, I feel like 
we’re really meshing in terms of our personalities and how we view teaching.  We’ll 
probably never have that marriage feeling like I had before because we’re so different, 
but that’s what makes us good together, I think.  We have perspective on each other and 
it’s really relatively early in our time together.  (JV) 
 
For JV, the important lesson learned between his first and second co-teaching 
experiences was that identical personalities develop conflicts and obstacles which cannot be 
overcome to sustain the partnership.  Rather, as he found in his second co-teaching experience, 
finding someone whose personality complimented his own was the key to his personal feelings 
of efficacy and success in the classroom as well as increased engagement and success for his 
students.  In JV’s classroom, station and team teaching were already apparent during 
observations and it was rare to find any students off-task or disengaged from the process.  
Utilizing advanced co-teaching strategies resulted in lower student-to-teacher ratios and thus 
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more opportunity for interaction with an instructor who was passionate about teaching and 
learning. 
Similar sentiments were expressed by PD, a high school math teacher, when she 
discussed the joy and enthusiasm she gleaned from being partnered with someone whose 
personality complimented but was drastically different from her own. 
So when they first put us together last year, I wasn’t sure how this would all work 
out.  We didn’t have a choice in who we partnered with, we were just given schedules 
and told to teach together.  Luckily for me, I was paired up with her!  I’m old enough to 
be her mother and have much less energy than she does, but when we come together in 
the classroom I’m able to grab some of that energy and excitement and use it for myself.  
We couldn’t be more different in every way; she’s an adventure seeker and I’m not a risk 
taker, she likes changing things up and I like routine…but listening to her infuse 
instruction with those things I’ve never experienced sort of awakens me to the teacher the 
kids see and I get excited about my work all over again.  I’m definitely a better teacher 
now than I was before just because of the fact that she has infused my work with her own 
personality.  (PD) 
 
By harnessing the energy of her partner, PD states she is able to elevate her practice for 
the benefit of students in her co-taught classroom.  The enthusiasm of both partners in the 
PD/MH pairing was evidenced in classroom observations where both teachers engaged with 
students on a regular basis.  While station and team teaching were not strategies employed in 
their co-teaching partnership, PD and MH used their compatible but different personality types to 
make connections with students and weave their real-life experiences into the subject matter in 
order to make it meaningful. 
Choice in co-teaching partners is crucial to long-term success in the classroom. 
While the teachers participating in the study came together as co-teaching partners 
through a variety of avenues, most felt that choice in both participating in co-teaching itself and 
in whom they were partnered with made a direct impact on how successful they felt in the 
classroom.  Those who had been paired up with teachers they knew little about felt unsure about 
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the partnerships from the start and not all were able to overcome the sense that forced pairing 
created a chasm between their partner and themselves, directly impacting teaching and learning.  
Those who were able to self-select participation in co-teaching and have a voice in their pairing, 
on the other hand, felt as though their teaching practice had improved as a result. 
For MG, the ability to select her co-teaching partnership set the tone for feeling supported 
and for understanding that her administrative team made a commitment to helping her succeed. 
We have a good support system both here and at the district level.  They seem very 
committed to the co-teaching model and keep the importance of our partnerships in mind 
when creating the master schedules each year.  This year, I really felt invited to co-teach 
as opposed to being told I was simply assigned to co-teach.  And I had a say in who my 
partner would be.  For me, I chose based upon who I felt I would work well with and who 
could make me a better educator.  That has turned out to be the best decision I’ve ever 
made for my career. (MG) 
 
Choice in the co-teaching pairing was also important to NH, a secondary school English 
Language Arts teacher.  She felt that selecting a partner with whom her personality was 
compatible rather than having one assigned would have made the difference between perceived 
success and failure. 
Now don’t get me wrong, I like her and I think she’s a good teacher.  It’s just that we 
have very little to talk about both in the classroom and outside of it.  We were put 
together on my first day assigned to this school; I was told “You’ll be co-teaching and 
this is your partner, now go and teach.” So I had no say in it at all, and neither did she to 
my knowledge. [HC shakes her head to indicate no.] No, I didn’t think so, she was told 
the same.  So the first day we met was when we were expected to spend three hours 
planning together the week before school started, and we really have had little time to 
find out anything about each other. Turns out, we’re very different in ways that really 
don’t work together. That shows in the classroom because we’re not comfortable playing 
off one another and sharing personal stories with the kids.  We’re just not able to enrich 
our instruction with things like we’d be able to if we had a personal connection. (NH) 
 
When asked about the likelihood of improvement in the co-teaching relationship, NH 
continued by expressing her feelings that the partnership wasn’t sustainable. 
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No, I don’t think we’ll be teaching together next year.  I mean, they may not give us a 
choice but I think we’ve both made it clear that we’re just too different to provide any 
additional benefit to the students by being in the classroom together.  I think we’d both 
rather teach with others already on campus with whom we feel a connection and, you 
know, we could then share those personal anecdotes and additions to our teaching that 
really make instruction rich and valuable.  Those things are particularly important for 
students with disabilities who find it hard to connect to textbook examples and abstract 
ideas. (NH) 
 
The views and attitude expressed by NH indicate she has already considered this year a 
failure as far as co-teaching is concerned.  She indicated she felt no more effective as a teacher 
and sometimes even felt that she would be a better teacher if she were teaching independently.  
The lack of chemistry and connection between herself and her partner, she felt, was evident to 
students and resulted in a breakdown of instructional success in the classroom. 
Classroom observations clearly supported the perception of failure by NH in her co-
taught classroom.  No co-teaching strategies were evident other than one teach, one assist, which 
led students to disengage from instructions given by NH’s partner.  Students spent a great deal of 
time questioning the authority of both instructors and the learning in the classroom suffered as a 
result.  Getting students on task and keeping them focused placed great strain on the limited time 
teachers had to reach them, which was reflected in a cycle of placing blame on HC which then 
became apparent leverage point students exploited to further divide the partners. 
Respect and mutual trust underpin successful long-term co-teaching partnerships. 
The majority of participants in the study felt that respect and mutual trust between co-
teaching partners was the foundation of a successful co-teaching relationship.  They felt that, 
when partners respected and trusted one another, taking risks was more acceptable and teaching 
strategies were modified to reflect “out of the box” thinking and innovation.  Teachers who were 
in trusting and respectful partnerships felt more comfortable working with advanced types of co-
teaching strategies such as alternative, parallel, and station teaching which were then evidenced 
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in classroom observations and through increased student engagement.  These types of strategies 
require that either teacher have control over only part of the classroom at any given time, thereby 
relinquishing responsibility for some of students to his or her partner.   
For CK, trust was the foundation upon which her co-teaching relationship was built.  She 
recognized that the comfort level shared with her partner allowed both of them to identify and 
address student needs while also feeling adept at leading whole-class subject matter discussion. 
We feel really trusting of one another.  We’re both comfortable sharing the direct 
instruction of our classes as well as splitting up and each teaching a portion of the room if 
that serves the students better.  He knows what they need to know and we plan together 
so much that we’re both confident that we’re teaching the same things to different groups 
of students.  When we team teach, we have no problem trusting that one will pick up 
instruction when the other needs a break.  I just don’t see how it could work if it were 
different.  (CK) 
 
In partnerships such as that shared between NH and HC where one teacher has been on 
the job significantly longer than the other, respect is often given simply due to the experience 
brought to the partnership by the more tenured teacher.  For HC, this meant she trusted and 
respected her partner’s subject matter expertise and relied on that to build her own teaching 
practice. 
I totally respect her because she has so much teaching experience.  I know she knows her 
stuff and can get down to what the kids really need to know.  When planning time comes 
around, I usually defer to her because she’s got so much material from past years to work 
with and I’m working with, like, half the years of experience.  I’d totally trust her to run 
the class on her own and I feel like I learn so much from her every day. (HC) 
 
For teachers lacking respect and trust, the ability to let go of the responsibility for even a 
portion of their students causes distress and thoughts of inadequacy in the classroom which 
served to undermine authority during classroom observations.  As MX points out, bringing 
preconceived notions of inadequacies into a partnership can make building trust and respect 
difficult. 
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I had no interaction with her prior to becoming her co-teaching partner but I’d heard 
rumors about her teaching style.  I was told she was very lax and didn’t demand much of 
her students and that she tended to give every student who even put pencil to paper a 
passing grade.  That made me distrustful of her because I have high standards for all of 
my students and consider my instruction to be rigorous.  I’m trying to prepare kids for 
college, not just to walk across the stage and get a diploma.  Probably because of that I 
never feel comfortable breaking the class up into groups or working in stations.  I just 
don’t trust that the quality of what they’re getting is up to my standards if I’m not 
teaching them. (MX) 
 
For PK, the lack of trust and respect wasn’t based upon rumor but on preconceived 
notions of what his partner’s credential and newness to the profession enabled her to bring to the 
partnership.  His lack of respect was founded on the notion that her special education background 
limited her ability to be effective in the general education classroom.  PK’s perceptions of his co-
teaching partner undermined the success of the partnership from the start. 
She was new to our school and pretty much a brand new teacher, so I wasn’t confident 
that she had it down yet, you know?  New teachers struggle for a few years and I just felt 
like I couldn’t trust her to know what to do if she had control over all or part of the class.  
Besides, as the subject matter expert, I didn’t feel confident that her special education 
background prepared her to address the needs of students as far as learning according to 
the standards.  She knows how to manage behavior and how to break things down once I 
teach them, but I don’t trust her to know how to teach the subject area at all.  So no, I 
teach and she’s there to help me out, really.  (PK) 
 
When asked to clarify his stance, PK elaborated on his co-teaching situation to explain 
why he felt able to make decisions about who provided direct instruction in the classroom. 
As the subject matter expert I feel like the responsibility for my students’ education lies 
in my hands.  I’ll be the one they ask if test scores drop or if too many students fail; she’s 
not on the hook for that so yeah, I think I hold the position of decision-maker in our 
partnership.  She brings strategies to make learning accessible in the classroom but I 
bring the actual learning.  (PK) 
 
Due to his preparation and credentialing in a specific subject matter which made him a 
highly qualified teacher, PK felt little parity with his co-teacher and took on the role of authority 
in the classroom, thereby negating any opportunity for equality, respect, and trust both between 
partners and in interactions with students.  While this may have bolstered perceptions of his own 
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efficacy, it directly reduced the way his co-teaching partner felt about her effectiveness in the 
general education classroom as well as the way students engaged with her.  During observations, 
students more often than not looked to PK for answers and approval and dismissed his co-
teaching partner’s knowledge entirely. 
In the case of TP’s partnership, she recognizes the lack of respect and trust given to her 
by her partner.  TP understands her partner believes herself to be the more qualified teacher and 
cites this attitude of superiority as a reason their co-teaching partnership is not successful. 
I’m pretty sure she doesn’t trust me to teach on my own, no.  When we plan together, I’ll 
always ask for time in front of the class and she says no, she doesn’t feel comfortable 
with that.  She prefers that I support her instruction, not give direct instruction myself.  I 
don’t really think she looks at me as a teacher or as her equal.  It makes things 
uncomfortable at times. (TP) 
 
Teachers in both successful and struggling co-teaching partnerships expressed the 
importance of personality in the co-teaching relationship.  Particularly when teachers struggled 
to work with one another to the benefit of their students, they were quick to recognize the lack of 
interpersonal connection they felt with their partners as a barrier to the success and resulting 
feelings of efficacy and aptitude.  Additionally, teachers cited this need for personal connection 
and compatible personalities as the primary reason for valuing the ability to select their own 
partners as opposed to having partners assigned by school administration.  This, they felt, helped 
to establish the mutual trust and respect which became the foundation for partnerships which 
were mutually rewarding to the teachers involved as well as the students receiving instruction in 
the co-taught classroom. 
Impact of Time on Perceived Efficacy 
Throughout the study, respondents indicated a near-unanimous feeling that extended time 
in co-teaching relationships had little to no impact on their own perceptions of efficacy in the co-
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taught classroom.  This perception was supported by classroom observations, where time in 
partnerships was not clearly the delineator between teaching partners who attempted more 
advanced co-teaching strategies and those who did not.   
Successful partnerships perceive parity and efficacy from the first days of the co-
teaching relationship. 
Co-teachers in this study reported that they either recognized increases in their own 
aptitude and efficacy from the early days of a co-teaching partnership or not at all.  Respondents 
in what were perceived to be successful co-teaching partnerships felt as though the synergy 
achieved by working with a partner whose teaching complimented their own was apparent and 
effective from the start.   
I was surprised to feel as comfortable and effective as I did when we first started, and I 
thought it couldn’t last.  I knew right away I’d be a better teacher because she allowed me 
to take the lead, and because I felt like a better teacher, I was.  Now, four years later, 
she’s still letting me take the lead and my confidence has grown, yes. (CW) 
 
Successful co-teaching partners like PD and ED indicated that time was not a factor in 
their ability to work together for the benefit of all students in their classrooms.  They indicated an 
immediate recognition of compatibility which didn’t require development over time in order to 
produce increases in perceived efficacy. 
It goes back to that energy I talked about before.  She brought so much energy to the 
classroom from the start I just felt like I had to step up to her level.  I’m definitely a better 
teacher because of her and have been from the start.  (PD) 
 
I think I could feel it right away, maybe from the first day we planned together before the 
school year started.  We sat down and started talking about the curriculum and I just felt 
inspired to do more, think outside my normal thinking, and work in ways I’d not 
considered before.  I had two years of teaching under my belt and felt like I was getting 
in my groove but working with her made me feel like I had so much more to offer than 
I’d previously brought to my students. (ED) 
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These teachers perceived their effectiveness to be something enhanced from the very start 
of their partnerships rather than something which grew and changed over time.  They understood 
that, whether they were reflecting on week three or week thirty of their partnership, time had not 
been a factor which changed their classroom practices and increased their perceived efficacy in 
the classroom. 
Classroom observation data supported the idea that comfort, not time, was the deciding 
factor in the ways in which co-teaching partners interacted.  In all three observations of the 
classroom co-taught by JV and MG, interaction between the partners was observed to consist of 
team teaching, balanced interplay between the partners, and the projection of equality in the 
classroom.  These attributes have, in previous studies, been found to exist primarily in 
partnerships which have matured over time.  However, as this was the first year of partnering for 
this co-teaching team, time cannot be said to have been a factor in their co-teaching efficacy.  
Both JV and MG led classroom discussion and appeared comfortable taking small groups of 
students aside to delve more deeply into the subject matter, demonstrating that each partner was 
comfortable with the skillset and efficacy of the other.   
Observations in the TD/CK and PD/MH classrooms also supported the idea that time 
itself is not an identifying factor in the efficacy of teachers in co-taught classrooms.  In each of 
these partnerships, advanced co-teaching practices were observed in practice for the benefit of 
students in the classroom and were adjusted during the lesson according to the needs of 
individual students and small groups.  In the TD/CK partnership, teachers supported one another 
by allowing autonomy in small group and individual discussion.  In the PD/MH partnership, 
interactions with students were not observed to be limited by the credential held by the teacher 
but rather by the perceived skillset each individual had to offer students.  PD deferred to MH 
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when it appeared that her methodologies were more suited to the learning of particular students 
and the reverse was true for MH.  As both of these partnerships were in their second year, 
maturation over extended periods of time was not a deciding factor in their instructional efficacy.  
Observational data gleaned from the classrooms of teachers in partnerships of longer 
duration did not support that time had produced increases in efficacy nor increased use of more 
advanced co-teaching strategies.  For MX and TP, co-teaching strategies seen during 
observations held to the one teach, one assist model even though the partnership was in its third 
year.  In this partnership, for time to have been an influencing factor on efficacy, advanced co-
teaching strategies would have been in place and student engagement with both teachers would 
have appeared to be more evenly distributed.  This was not the case and the MX/TP partnership 
was not observably different than other partnerships such as the AS/PK partnership which was in 
its first year and not perceived by the teachers as being effective or successful. 
Observational data supports the idea that those who felt trust and support from their co-
teaching partner from the start were more likely to engage students in group work, team teach 
with their partner, and feel comfortable stepping up to interject important thoughts or alternative 
views during direct instruction even in the early days of co-teaching partnerships.  Students in 
classrooms of such partnerships were given opportunities to engage with both teachers equally 
and instruction was not influenced by the type of credential held by the teacher.  When co-
teachers did not feel such trust and support from the early days of their partnering, time appeared 
to do little to change their interactions and the ways in which they approached teaching and 
learning.  Students in the classrooms of these co-teaching partnerships were less likely to engage 
with both teachers and be exposed to advanced co-teaching strategies. 
Feelings of parity influence instructional innovation from early in the partnership. 
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The same findings held true for the perception of parity between co-teaching partners in 
relationships of varying duration.  Consistently, teachers reported that they either felt equality 
with their co-teacher from the early days of planning and instruction or not at all.  Those who felt 
as though they were in mutually beneficial co-teaching partnerships reported feeling recognized 
and validated by their partners from the start and, therefore, comfortable stepping up to lead the 
class in equal roles.  This was evidenced by their willingness to take risks and try new strategies 
during classroom observations as well. 
He really recognized me as a peer from the moment we were placed together.  We had a 
few days over the summer to plan together and I was a little nervous coming in because 
I’d never co-taught and he had.  The first thing he asked me was what I’d like to see 
happen in the classroom and how we could make that happen.  That’s the first time I’ve 
felt equal to someone with a single subject credential as far as teaching in a general 
education classroom goes, even considering the time I spent as a training specialist. (MG) 
 
During interactions with students in the classroom, MG was observed to take the 
initiative and act as her co-teaching partner’s equal.  She interjected information on a regular 
basis and projected the attitude that the classroom was a place where she and her partner both set 
boundaries and enforced rules.  Observably, the classroom was designed with both teachers in 
mind; the names of both partners were posted on the door, rules were listed and referred to as 
“Ms. G and Mr. V’s rules”, and student work was posted on the “G and V Wall of Fame.”  These 
arrangements reinforced the perception of equality between the instructors both for themselves 
and the students they served despite the newness of their co-teaching relationship. 
Similarly, data supporting equality in the classroom was found in both interviews and 
observational data collected from the MR/ED partnership.  In this relatively seasoned pairing, 
MR reflected on the early days of the partnership and how she had been made to feel like an 
equal from the beginning. 
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She never made a distinction between her credential and mine or between what I knew 
how to do and what she did.  We both came into it respecting that we were prepared 
differently and yet both were, when it came down to it, teachers with the best interests of 
our students at heart.  We introduced ourselves as the classroom teachers and still, most 
of our kids don’t know that I’m a special education teacher and she’s not. (MR) 
 
Observationally, the classroom setting and practices in place for the MR/ED partnership 
supported the notion of equality and parity between the instructors.  No indication was made as 
to which teacher possessed which type of credential and both teachers; names were posted on the 
wall alongside classroom policies.  Handouts and other student materials were, according to the 
partners, joint projects in which one or both instructors may have taken the lead.  Differentiation 
of student materials was, by MR’s estimation, equally shared between herself and her partner.  
Classroom discussion was as likely to be led by MR as by ED and students were observed to be 
engaged with both instructors equally throughout the duration of the class period observed. 
Similarly, the PD/MH partnership strove to achieve the same types of transparency and 
equality as those observed in the MR/ED partnership.  When discussing her feelings of parity in 
the classroom, MH elaborated on her perceptions to say that her partner had made a conscious 
effort to ensure feelings of equality and respect between the two as well as from the students. 
So, when we started working together, she and I sat down and talked about what we knew 
and what we thought we brought to the table.  She was quick to say she respected the 
skillset I possessed and wanted to make certain I knew it was our classroom and not 
simply her classroom with me in it as an assistant.  She said she never wanted a 
distinction made between us and that it wasn’t important for students to know who was 
the special education teacher; I liked that a lot.  She fought to have both our names listed 
on the student schedules – they weren’t the first year.  That meant a lot to me in terms of 
how she respected my abilities and had confidence in me.  (MH) 
 
Initial mistrust and uneven distribution of responsibility impacting perceptions of 
efficacy are not remedied over time. 
Findings of increased perceptions of efficacy were not evident in those teachers who 
perceived their co-teaching situations to be ineffective for themselves and/or their students. 
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Those participating in relationships which were perceived as uncomfortable or not as effective 
reported feelings of frustration and, in some cases, decreased aptitude whether the partnerships 
were in their early days and even after they had been given time to mature and develop.   
No, I’m not sure I’d consider myself a more effective teacher because of the partnership.  
I mean, we’ve been together three years and I’m still doing the same things I was doing 
in the beginning, which feel more like the things a teacher’s aide would do.  I’d rather be 
leading a class discussion or learning about the subject matter but mostly I handle 
discipline and differentiation, which is what I’d do in an RSP classroom anyway.  (TP) 
 
In this case, TP felt as though time had not changed the ways in which she interacted with 
her students and co-teacher.  In her view, her perceived efficacy had not changed as time had 
passed. 
With regard to equality, AS was clear in her expression of frustration and discomfort in 
her classroom due to a lack of perceived parity between herself and her general education 
partner. 
No, I don’t think I’ve ever felt like I was equal to him in the classroom.  At first I thought 
it was because I didn’t know what I was doing, but as time has passed I just think it will 
be that way.  He doesn’t view me as an equal and consequently that makes me doubt my 
abilities and expertise in the classroom.  (AS) 
 
As a result, she rarely stepped up to lead the classroom or small group discussions and 
students failed to engage with her as often as they did her partner.  During observations, it often 
appeared that AS was a para-educator and not a classroom instructor. 
For some participants, the passage of time was perceived to have a detrimental effect on 
efficacy in the classroom.   
I’m not sure I would say I’m a better teacher or a more effective teacher because we 
teach together.  Maybe I’m a better mentor or role model to her as a teacher, but as far as 
the impact I have on the kids, no.  In some ways I might be less of a teacher because I 
have to spend time teaching her how to do things that would be just as easily done if I 
handled them myself.  I don’t think that’s going to change over time because she’s a 
special education teacher with a specific skillset.  (PK) 
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In this case, PK felt that while his skills as a colleague and role model may have 
improved to the benefit of his co-teaching partner, his students had not benefitted from 
improvements in his practice over time. 
Similar sentiments were echoed by another special educator who felt the lack of parity in 
her classroom and its impact on her efficacy. 
I don’t know if it’s because she doesn’t know what I do as a special education teacher or 
if it’s because she just thinks I know less than she does, but she has never given me the 
opportunity to operate as her equal, not from day one.  I don’t lead small group or whole 
class discussion.  I spend my time circulating and helping one on one, both “my” students 
and those without IEPs.  It’s been this way for three years so I’m not surprised about it, 
but I think if I didn’t have the outlet of teaching RSP two periods each day and feeling 
like I was an expert when I am working with kids there I’d not be happy and probably 
would look to end the co-teaching partnership. (TP) 
 
After three years working together, the MX/TP partnership should have reached a 
maturity level enabling the two to utilize advanced strategies for student engagement.  However, 
due to the missing dynamic which led to a lack of perceived parity, the partners were still 
engaging only in basic co-teaching strategies said to be the hallmarks of fledgling co-teaching 
experiences such as one teach, one assist.  During classroom observations, student engagement 
was impacted by this lack of maturity in the partnership as students were exposed less to one 
teacher than to the other.  Due to the imbalance of instruction, students worked less frequently in 
small groups supporting student inquiry and experimentation and had less one-on-one time with 
either instructor.  Instead, students were more often taught in a whole-group setting and engaged 
at a level which could have been achieved by a solo teacher alone. 
Increased perceptions of efficacy are seen through years one and two of a 
partnership’s maturation but remain consistent beyond that point. 
In situations where teachers felt equality, mutual respect, and a sense of efficacy in the 
co-taught classroom, the first two years of the partnerships seemed to be the most fruitful in 
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terms of supporting teachers in their feelings of worth and efficacy in core subject matter areas.  
Teachers who reported positive feelings about their co-teaching partnerships repeatedly stated 
that those feelings grew and developed consistently over the first two years of the partnership but 
beyond that, remained steady.  While not inherently negative to the co-teaching relationship, this 
could indicate that teachers matured to the level of their partners and not beyond during long-
term co-teaching arrangements. 
I think we grew and learned together so much during those first two years that it almost 
seemed like we were continuing a credentialing program of some sort.  I felt like I knew 
something more every day that I taught and learned from her regularly.  After about the 
end of the second year, we had a groove going and I feel like maybe we’re just cruising 
along now, not making tremendous gains simply because we’re together.  I mean, we still 
learn from professional development but the learning from one another has maybe 
leveled off.  (ED) 
 
For the ED/MR partnership, both teachers perceived themselves to be growing as 
educators but not specifically as co-teaching partners.  Data collected during the three classroom 
observations indicated use of advanced co-teaching strategies in each class session but, because 
of the advanced nature of those methodologies, little in the way of experimentation and attempts 
at novel engagement strategies.  The teachers in this partnership reported finding what worked in 
the first two years and sticking with it. 
For MB, being an experienced teacher prior to coming into a co-teaching relationship 
meant that she had the experience to understand the learning curve involved as well as to 
recognize when she had reached its peak. 
For sure there were so many learning opportunities during those first two years, when we 
were coming to know each other’s style and how to work together.  I felt like I grew ten 
years in two, just by having her there.  Since then, maybe we’ve grown comfortable and 
just know how to be perceptive of one another, but now it feels like we have it down and 
are able to maintain a status quo if not necessarily grow as educators. (MB) 
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Her acknowledgement of the lack of desire or ability to continue growing in the third and 
fourth years of the co-teaching relationship indicates that the greatest advancement for individual 
instructors comes during the initial years of a partnership.  Beyond year two, co-teaching 
partnerships become more about maintaining momentum than creating new energy upon which 
to build. 
This study found that, contrary to previous research indicating time as a determining 
factor in the perception of efficacy held by co-teaching partners, participants did not believe 
extended time in co-teaching relationships had significantly impacted their own perceptions of 
efficacy in the co-taught classroom.  Teachers in this study more often reported that mutual 
respect and parity were more impactful than time on their efficacy and that initial mistrust and 
discomfort in co-teaching partnerships rarely remedied itself over time to produce gains in 
efficacy.  Even when teachers did point to time as a factor in their classroom performance, they 
often indicated that only the first two years of a partnership’s development were instrumental in 
producing changes in classroom practices and efficacy.  These perceptions were supported by 
classroom observations, where time in partnerships was not clearly the delineator between 
teaching partners who attempted more advanced co-teaching strategies and those who did not.   
The Power of the Partnership in Professional Development 
Teachers in the study reported valuing the professional development and growth achieved 
through the co-teaching partnership above that available through structured professional 
development offered by the schools in which they worked.  Repeatedly, teachers in the study felt 
that their skills and teaching methodologies had improved solely as a result of working closely 
with their co-teaching partner and rarely was this growth attributed to any structured professional 
development offered to teachers in specific support of the co-teaching model.  In fact, in most 
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instances, teachers reported little to no professional development focused on helping them learn 
the different strategies effective in co-taught classrooms or on becoming better partners. 
Successful co-teachers help to develop one another. 
Repeatedly, participants in this study referred to learning from their co-teaching partners 
as one of the most valuable elements of the co-teaching relationship.  Teachers in this study 
reported learning skills and strategies from their partners through interactions in the classroom 
that they would not have come across on their own, even with the benefit of structured 
professional development. 
MG, for example, has been teaching for ten years but feels some of the most valuable 
learning she has experienced has come in the year she has been co-teaching with her partner. 
He’s really amazing to watch in the classroom.  I’ve learned so much from just being in 
here with him and seeing how he works.  I mean, you can always go to PD focused on 
teaching strategies but until you see someone who really does it well it’s just a theory.  
Being a special educator, I missed out on subject-specific strategies and so this 
opportunity to teach with him is really helping me grow as a classroom teacher. (MG) 
 
At the other end of the spectrum, PD is a relatively new teacher who finds her partner’s 
practice to be filled with strategies and methods she might know about but never put into practice 
because of her tendency to stick with what she knows to work. 
Well like I said, she brings so much energy to the room and she thinks so quickly on her 
feet.  I find myself getting a little stuck in my own rut, so having the opportunity to watch 
her work and see how she is able to modify questions or situations to fit the needs of 
students and meet them where they are…that’s just been so valuable to my development.  
Even something as easy as modifying a written exam was difficult for me before, but 
she’s shown me that it is really a simple thing to do.  (PD) 
 
For HC her identified shortcoming with self-confidence was nothing which could have 
been addressed through structured professional development.  Rather, through her co-teaching 
partnership she was able to see confidence and ability modeled by an experienced teacher which 
she then used to bolster and improve her own practice. 
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I lack confidence – I always have, both personally and professionally – so teaching isn’t a 
thing that really came naturally to me.  I’ve always wanted to be a teacher, but being in 
front of students was harder than I expected.  Having her here in the classroom with me 
and seeing how she is when she’s in front of the class has shown me what I can do and 
ways I can step up without putting myself out there to fail.  That’s probably the biggest 
thing I’ve taken from this, a learned sense of my own confidence and that wouldn’t have 
come from an hour-long professional development session. (HC) 
 
For some co-teachers such as MR, structured professional development was never an 
option.  Instead, both MR and her partner felt tasked with learning from one another and creating 
a co-teaching practice that worked based on trial and error rather than on courses or seminars 
designed to teach them how to co-teach. 
Professional development?  You mean, like, an hour or two dedicated to helping us 
understand what co-teaching was?  I don’t remember being offered any of that [looks to 
her co-teacher].  Do you? [Partner shakes her head.] No, I mean, I don’t think they 
offered us anything.  They just let us figure it out on our own.  It wasn’t really an option 
NOT to co-teach and while we did have a say in co-teaching together, we weren’t really 
prepared.  We sort of figured it out as we went along.  (MR) 
 
Because of their willingness to learn from one another and trust the expertise of their 
partnership, both MR and ED express that they have been able to grow as professionals and 
develop a practice which benefits both themselves and the students in their classroom.  They 
believe the ongoing cycle of informally developing one another in the classroom has led to 
increases in their effectiveness and aptitude. 
Observation and coaching specific to the co-teaching relationship is powerful for 
both the partnership and the individual teachers involved. 
In most partnerships investigated during this study, co-teaching partners were assigned a 
coach from the district’s integrated learning team who worked specifically with the needs of the 
individual co-teaching partnerships.  These coaches came to observe and provide feedback on the 
specific methods and strategies in use in the classroom and help teachers build on their strengths 
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and improve their areas of weakness.  These observation and feedback loops were reported to 
happen frequently throughout the year and teachers shared that they valued the timely response 
and input of their coaches.  They felt that this type of professional development, while secondary 
to what they learned from one another, was more impactful on their practice than professional 
development offered in a group setting would have been. 
CK, a single subject math teacher, found the coaching model to be particularly useful as 
she and her partner struggled to find their footing in the co-teaching practice. 
I was really worried that we’d have no professional development and that we’d be 
making this up as we went along, but that turned out not to be the case.  We have a coach 
from district who comes to observe us at least once each quarter, and she’s an expert in 
co-teaching.  She gives us feedback on what she sees in the classroom and pointers on 
how to do it better, but she also tells us what she sees when she observes other co-taught 
classes.  That helps us gain perspective on what others are doing and what we can do to 
change up our strategies in our own classroom. (CK) 
 
CK’s statement expressed her feeling that ongoing professional development between 
herself and her partner was the most valuable aspect of the co-teaching relationship but that she 
valued the input of an outside party objectively commenting on specific interactions between 
partners in the classroom. 
Value in the coaching model was also mentioned as critical to CW’s perception of his 
own professional development during the co-teaching relationship. 
We’ve been together a while, and we’ve seen initiatives come and go, so we were 
worried that co-teaching was just one of those things the district would try and discard.  
So we really sought to learn from one another and not so much from outside professional 
development.  That made us approach the coaching thing with a little trepidation, but 
we’ve been proven wrong (laughs).  Our coach has been the same person for three years 
now and she’s given us tremendous amounts of advice and assistance.  She helps us see 
what we can’t see when we’re mired in the day-to-day running of our classroom, and she 
brings perspective from other co-teachers.  Sometimes I think it would be valuable to get 
all of the co-teachers around the district in one room to share, but maybe the coaching 
model is best because she’s able to ferret out the important stuff and leave the rest 
behind.  That really helps us be better teachers.  (CW). 
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In the case of partnerships perceived as being less than successful, the one-on-one 
coaching model was still reported as being helpful in the individual professional development of 
teachers involved in co-teaching relationships.  The perspective of an outside party helps TP 
improve her practice and look to ways to improve not only her current partnership but any she 
may join in the future. 
I enjoy talking to our coach during our debriefings because she brings a third set of eyes, 
an impartial view of our classroom, and gives really good feedback on what could be 
done better.  She helps me improve what I’m doing and gives suggestions on how I could 
participate more fully in classroom instruction.  I mean, I’m not necessarily going to be 
able to put all of her suggestions into play in my current co-teaching relationship but I am 
putting the ideas away in a binder I keep for when I have my own classroom or when I 
change partners.  I think just knowing some of these things helps me be a better and more 
attentive teacher. (TP) 
 
In another struggling partnership, AS still cites the value of having someone in to observe 
and critique her work as essential to improving her efficacy in the classroom.  She ties what her 
coach tells her to what she learned in her teacher preparation program as a means of improving 
her practice both as an individual and a co-teaching partner. 
I’m a new teacher so I can use all the help I can get!  Our coach is awesome, she looks at 
what I’m doing – what we’re doing – and says “Try this, it might grab attention more 
quickly” or “Maybe if you both considered…X” so we have to think about what we’re 
doing and how we’re doing it.  For me, that really helps me remember the lessons I 
learned in my preparation program that seemed really theoretical at the time.  Until 
you’re in the classroom working you really don’t see how all of it fits together, and once 
you’re here it’s hard to keep your head above water, so having a coach has helped me 
focus and become better at what I do.  (AS) 
 
Unsuccessful partnerships can inhibit or prevent the professional growth of teachers 
in co-teaching relationships. 
Because a number of the teachers participating in the study were relatively new to the 
profession (less than seven years tenure), many were still finding their footing in the secondary 
school classroom.  Their comments suggested that, in partnerships which were struggling or 
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unsuccessful, their own professional development and perceptions of themselves as effective 
educators suffered.  Teachers who felt unsupported or subordinated in their partnerships gained 
little to no professional knowledge through interaction with their partners or from structured 
professional development opportunities. 
Currently teaching in an unsuccessful partnership has made AS unsure of her own 
abilities as well as any benefit she could glean from structured or informal professional 
development opportunities.  For her, the lack of support from her partner has created a feeling of 
uncertainty about the vast amount of knowledge she lacks. 
My principal is all about professional development but there just isn’t that much offered 
at the district level and because there are only two teams at my school co-teaching, there 
isn’t anything offered here.  I’d love to go but I’m not sure what they could teach us 
because I don’t even know where to begin with what I don’t know. (AS) 
 
Feelings of disparity between partners lead MX to feel as though she were providing 
professional development but receiving little to no benefit in return.  She felt as though her co-
teaching relationship was a one-sided means to develop a new special education teacher at the 
expense of her own efficacy. 
Not to sound as though I’ve mastered my craft, but no – I wouldn’t say the mere situation 
of being in a co-teaching relationship has increased my feelings of effectiveness in the 
classroom.  I considered myself to be a good teacher before this and I knew my subject 
matter like the back of my hand.  Just having her in my classroom hasn’t changed that.  In 
fact, I may be a little less effective because I’m acting more like a master teacher 
handling a student teacher than a full-time classroom instructor.  (MX) 
 
Because she is a seasoned veteran, NH expected to feel at home in front of any 
classroom.  Her unsuccessful co-teaching experience, however, has made her turn a critical eye 
to her own practice and reconsider where her strengths lie. 
I think I actually question my abilities as a teacher more now that I did before I started 
co-teaching.  I mean, before I felt totally comfortable in front of the classroom and even 
when dealing with my special education kids.  Now, it’s like I’m unsure of everything 
and it makes me feel like I’ve taken a step back.  Mentally, I know I’m a good teacher, 
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but when you can’t really make a relationship work in a classroom with another teacher, 
you start to question how good you really are.  Wouldn’t a good teacher be able to handle 
this better?  I don’t know.  (NH) 
 
As an Education Specialist, TP felt she was on her way to mastering the craft of teaching 
students with special needs.  When placed in a partnership where her talents weren’t valued, 
however, her perceptions of her own worth and efficacy decreased in ways she’d not anticipated. 
Well, like I said before…she really doesn’t value what I bring to the classroom so I 
wonder often if it’s me or something else.  I thought I was a good teacher, and when I’m 
in an RSP setting I feel like a good teacher, but I come in here and really I just don’t feel 
it.  It’s like I’ve stepped back three years to my first year in the classroom and I’m all 
awkward and uncomfortable again. (TP) 
 
Partners recognize each other’s weaknesses and, in successful parings, help develop 
one another. 
 Similar to the ways in which complementary personalities are cited as hallmarks of 
successful co-teaching partnerships, complementary teaching skills lend themselves to 
partnerships which help teachers grow and develop.  In partnerships where co-teachers are able 
to engage in frank and open communication about their practice, teachers help one another to 
develop and grow in areas of weakness by modeling best practices and providing near-immediate 
feedback on efforts to improve in the classroom. 
Constructive criticism was the key to finding common ground with classroom 
management for TD and his partner.  Through modeling best practices, TD was able to develop 
his co-teaching partner’s skills with regard to student behavior and acceptable discipline in the 
co-taught classroom. 
I recognized early that she wasn’t as good with setting boundaries as I was and that her 
classroom management style was more lax than mine, which resulted in more 
disturbances and sometimes referrals.  I mentioned it to her and she said yes, she knew 
she had to work on it but didn’t know how.  I offered to take the lead in management for 
a while and she stepped back to watch and learn how I did things, which eventually led to 
the development of her own style of classroom management and discipline.  It’s not 
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mine, by any stretch, but it’s something she created because we openly communicated 
about it being a problem.  (TD) 
 
JV and his co-teaching partner used an early reflection as a means of opening dialogue 
and beginning the professional development cycle between themselves.  Deliberately scheduling 
this early conversation set the tone for utilizing their common experiences for professional 
growth and development. 
Again we’re different people with different approaches, and it was easy to recognize 
early on what was going to work and what needed support.  She and I kept our 
communication open, and after the first few days we sat down together and talked about 
where we thought the other person was in line with our own expectations and where we 
thought change was needed.  It wasn’t an attack sort of conversation, and it wasn’t 
uncomfortable, it was held in a professional manner which allowed us to communicate 
and make adjustments.  I think we’ve both grown as a result and we’re both involved in a 
sort of data inquiry cycle which brings us back to the planning table frequently asking “Is 
that what you meant?” or “How am I doing?” and that helps us get better every day.  (JV) 
 
In the case of the PD/MH partnership, the general education partner actively sought out 
the advice and criticisms of her partner as a means of creating her own professional development 
cycle.  She felt that professional growth was the keystone in enjoying a long and successful 
career in education and was intent on using the co-teaching model as a means of achieving her 
professional goals. 
I have so much to learn, I know that and reflect on it every day.  When we started 
teaching together, I was so impressed by how she carried herself and how she taught that 
I just had to learn and observe from her.  She, at the same time, was watching me and 
doing the same.  It took us a while to openly acknowledge that we were both observing 
and learning from one another – particularly the mistakes each of us made – but in one of 
our conversations it came out that either of us had noticed something about the other, and 
we just laughed.  That led to a frank conversation about what I thought her strengths and 
weaknesses were and what she thought of mine, so we started to use that as a tool for 
building a better co-taught classroom.  We made a list and regularly go back to it to see 
how we’re making progress, where we need to focus our efforts, and what we can offer to 
each other along the lines of professional development.  It makes a huge difference to 
me…to both of us, really.  It’s the best way to become a better teacher, I think.  (PD) 
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While professional development and growth are essential to the teaching profession, 
participants in this study found the greatest benefits were derived from reflective inquiry cycles 
involving their specific co-teaching partnerships.  Repeatedly, participants reported feeling that 
their teaching practice and efficacy had improved primarily as a result of working closely with 
another teacher on a daily basis, observing that teacher’s specific methodologies, and using 
feedback from that partner to learn and grow.  Successful co-teaching partnerships used both the 
observations of their partners as well as those of coaches focused specifically on the needs of the 
partnership to improve their teaching and expand their skillsets beyond those they currently felt 
comfortable employing in the classroom. 
Institutionalized Disparity Between General and Special Educators 
Throughout the study, an unintentional focus was placed on the differences between 
special and general educators in the co-teaching partnerships participating in the research.  While 
no specific questions were geared toward on type of credentialing or the other, teachers 
themselves often gravitated toward explanations of behaviors or perceptions based upon their 
own teacher preparation and credential.  Answers to questions about methodology and specific 
application of teaching strategies were nearly always accompanied by a mention of the teacher’s 
own specific type of credential. 
Even in successful partnerships perceived disparity exists due to preparation during 
credential programs. 
For some teachers, the mere possession of a single-subject credential made them feel as 
though they were better prepared to address subject matter than were their Education Specialist 
partners.   
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As an English teacher, I think I just know more about how to frame an English lesson.  I 
understand the subject matter and can break it down, whereas she as a special education 
teacher cannot. (NH) 
 
NH felt that her preparation to specifically teach English put her at an advantage over her 
partner and made her more valuable in the general education classroom.  No mention was made 
as to what subject matter had been addressed during her co-teacher’s preparation for the 
Education Specialist credential. 
Institutionalized focus on subject matter expertise led MX to feel superior in her co-
teaching partnership.  She pointed to her own performance expectations as validation of her 
qualification to take the lead in her co-teaching partnership and, by default, subordinate her 
partner. 
I’m an expert in my subject matter, so I do feel it’s my responsibility to provide 
standards-based instruction.  That’s what my professional performance evaluation is 
based on.  My partner, she doesn’t have that kind of requirement as a special educator.  
The expectations of her, as far as classroom instruction goes, are far different. (MX) 
 
Even teachers involved in what were perceived to be successful co-teaching partnerships 
often mentioned the perceived disparity between their credentials and how those differences 
colored their interactions in the classroom.  While not explicitly stating that they felt unequal or 
somehow unprepared to handle the things their partners took on, respondents often based their 
responses on their own preparation programs. 
A special educator for fifteen years, CW seemed to perceive an engrained difference in 
his own ability to lead the general education classroom as compared to his co-teaching partner’s 
abilities.  Pointing to training specific to students with special needs, CW supported his own 
subordinate role in the classroom by discounting his subject matter knowledge. 
She’s just…well, she just knows the subject matter because that was her focus in getting 
her credential.  I spent my time learning how to be a special educator, so I’m good with 
accommodations and strategies to engage learners with disabilities.  So we both bring 
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different things – different, but still equal – to the kids and that makes it work.  I’ll never 
be as good with subject matter as she is but that’s just part of the path I chose.  (CW) 
 
Even participating in what appeared to be a successful partnership didn’t impact MR’s 
assessment of her capabilities in the English classroom.  She specifically called out what she 
perceived as shortcomings in her own credentialing program as reasons why her co-teaching 
partner was more valuable in the co-taught general education classroom. 
Oh, for sure she knows more about English than I do.  I’m learning and I think I have a 
pretty good grasp, but that’s because I’ve had the chance to watch her and plan with her.  
I make an effort to learn more about what she’s doing so I can speak in an educated 
manner about the subject matter.  My preparation program didn’t give me that – it gave 
me tools to work with kids with disabilities in a general sense, but not in a specific 
subject matter area.  (MR) 
 
Training as an Education Specialist did not prepare MH for her role in a general 
education mathematics classroom as her own undergraduate work had been focused on English 
Language Arts.  She referred to herself as “not a math person” and discounted her contributions 
to the general education classroom. 
Well, I’m actually not a math person, even though I’m in a math classroom.  My 
background is English and literature, and that’s what I thought I’d be working on when I 
came to this school, but I was partnered with a math teacher so that’s what I do.  
Education Specialist means you can work with kids in any subject matter area, you just 
have to know how to help them be successful in a general sense.  That’s what our 
preparation program gives us.  The highly qualified teacher is always the general 
education teacher because they know their subject matter and can give instruction in a 
more succinct fashion or something.  (MH) 
 
General educators participating in this study reiterated their frustration with the 
differences in teacher preparation programs and how they were expected to achieve equality with 
their special education partners given the different perceptions of special educators held by 
parents, administrators, and others in the field of education. 
It really doesn’t seem fair that she’s prepared to teach, yet viewed so differently from me.  
I mean, I’m “highly qualified” to teach and I think she’s just as qualified, but she’s 
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qualified differently.  We both have responsibility for producing kids who can achieve, 
disabled or not, so why are we prepared and credentialed differently? (ED) 
 
Recognition of both co-teachers as equally important to the general education 
classroom is often absent. 
The disparity between credentialed teachers in co-teaching relationships is also somewhat 
institutionalized, with the recognition of general education teachers as the teacher of record at 
most schools.  Master schedules, in all schools participating in the study, initially reflected only 
the general education teacher as being the teacher of record for co-taught general education 
classrooms.  The presence of a second teacher (other than the teacher of record) was then open to 
question and interpretation on the part of students, staff, and teachers not involved in the co-
teaching partnerships.  Many of the teachers participating in this study, including MR, felt this 
led to unnecessary questions regarding her presence in the classroom and undermined any sense 
of equality and parity between herself and her co-teacher.  She felt a change in school policy 
allowing her name to appear on the master schedule reduced the need to address her role entirely 
We used to have to tell them that I was a teacher, too, even though my name wasn’t on 
the schedule.  We’d have that conversation in the first week, about how she was the 
English teacher and I was a Special Educator, and it made things crazy for a bit, but after 
a while they just looked at both of us as being there to teach.  Now that both our names 
appear on the schedule, we don’t even address it.  We both teach, and that’s that.  (MR) 
 
The appearance of equality as evidenced by the master schedule also impacted TD’s 
perception of his own authority in the classroom.  He and his partner had developed elaborate 
stories to explain his presence which they felt alleviated the need to explain his role as a special 
educator to students and families. 
My name finally does appear on the student schedules, but it hasn’t always been that 
way.  We used to tell them we were cousins and we just liked to teach together, and 
mostly they left it at that.  It does make things uncomfortable when you have to call home 
and parents think you’re an aid or something because as the Education Specialist you 
can’t appear on student schedules.  That’s changed with our new system, but it’s taking a 
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while for families to understand that we’re both teachers and both equally responsible for 
the success of their students. (TD) 
 
Citing a need for respect in parent/family communication, MH noted that families were 
reticent to speak to her because of the unclear nature of her relationship to their students.  She 
explained that, as the special education teacher, she wasn’t given the same level of credence as 
her general education partner. 
Parents have a hard time with the co-teaching arrangement if they don’t see our name on 
the student schedule.  I’ve called home to talk to parents about students – general 
education students – and have had them ask who I was.  When I explained that I was the 
co-teacher, they asked why a second teacher was needed, and then when I said I was a 
special educator, they asked to speak to the “real” teacher.  That’s frustrating to me.  
(MH) 
 
In instances where general education teachers remain the only teacher of record for their 
classrooms, transparency is difficult and sometimes impossible to achieve, making students 
difficult to engage and hesitant to ask for and receive supports they are entitled to under the 
terms of their IEPs. 
So a funny thing…the first few years we were together, the student schedules didn’t have 
my name on them at all.  Kids would come in and ask who I was, forcing me to explain 
that I was the teacher too, but a different kind of teacher.  Then we had to go into the 
thing about me supporting special needs students and they automatically shut down.  
Those who needed the support mocked or ignored me because they didn’t want others to 
know they needed services.  Those who didn’t need support acted as though I wasn’t 
smart enough to help them at all, like there was something wrong with me.  All of this 
happened because one line of a student schedule couldn’t say my name. (CW) 
 
In some schools participating in the study, a lack of commitment to the co-teaching 
model by administrators was another institutionalized threat to the ability of general and special 
educators to be viewed as having equally important roles.  At one school in particular, 
participants reported their frustration with the manner in which leadership viewed them as 
having ancillary roles not only in the classroom but in the school at large.  MR, for instance, felt 
little support from her administrative team for the sanctity of her co-teaching relationship. 
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In the first year of our partnership I would say our administration didn’t respect the 
sanctity of our co-teaching relationship.  They kinda looked at me as an extra body in a 
room that could be used for a variety of other roles, so I was often pulled out to substitute 
when a teacher was off campus, to help other teachers do special education paperwork, 
and really to help our administrator in charge of special education understand things she 
really didn’t grasp.  They scheduled IEP meetings during time I was supposed to be 
instructing with my co-teacher and I felt like I was out of the classroom more than I was 
in it.  That made it difficult for me to seem like the classroom teacher because the kids 
didn’t see me on a regular basis.  (MR) 
 
TD reported his frustration with feelings of not being considered integral to the co-taught 
general education classroom.  The additional roles he had taken on outside of the classroom often 
encroached on instructional time and he felt as though he spent as much time out of the 
classroom dealing with administrative duties as he did teaching. 
I’m the de facto department chair for special education at our school because we really 
don’t have one, I just take on the responsibilities because I want to see things done 
properly.  So I’m always the one that gets pulled out to do other things.  I’ve even sort of 
given up the idea of being in the classroom on a regular basis during standardized testing 
because I’m always pulled to help with CAHSEE administration or CELDT or any other 
type of testing.  Mind you, that’s not special education testing, that’s general education 
testing.  But because there are two of us and the class can be conducted with just one 
teacher, I’m always pulled.  Oh, and when a special education student has a behavior 
issue, no matter if I’m the case manager or not, I’m pulled to deal with it.  Yeah, 
definitely an engrained sense that I’m not the teacher and she is, but we work with it as 
best we can.  (TD) 
 
During classroom observations at this school, the Education Specialist in both 
partnerships was removed from the co-taught classroom a total of six times, for differing 
durations.  Data gathered during interviews suggested that these removals from the classrooms 
were made so that the Education Specialist could sign paperwork, answer parent phone calls, and 
in one case, cover a classroom for another teacher whose substitute had not arrived.  In neither 
case was the Education Specialist nor the co-teaching partner advised of the absence in advance; 
rather, co-teachers were removed from classrooms with little to no notice, interrupting the flow 
of teaching and learning. 
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This difference in treatment at the school level made both special and general education 
teachers feel as though they were viewed differently in the eyes of anyone not involved in a co-
teaching partnership.  They voiced concerns that even their fellow teachers didn’t understand the 
roles each of them took in the co-taught classroom and even fear that they were seen as somehow 
deficient because they chose to teach with a partner. 
I worry, yeah, about what the other teachers think.  Intellectually, I know they understand 
what we’re doing is for the integration of special needs students into general education 
classrooms, but I can’t help but think they see my job as easier because I have her to fall 
back on.  Some, I think, believe we’re doing half the work they do in their classrooms, 
but that’s just not true.  We work doubly hard to make sure our kids get equal treatment 
and rigorous instruction from both of us. (MB) 
 
General education teachers most often take the instructional lead in co-taught 
general education classrooms. 
Whether directly stated or implied by credentials which make them “highly qualified,” 
general education teachers most often take the lead in co-teaching partnerships.  Sometimes, the 
partnership dynamics support such a division of authority; other times, the division is forced by a 
general education partner who feels he or she is better prepared to address the needs of the 
classroom than is his or her partner. In some of the co-teaching partnerships participating in this 
study, general educators felt it was their right and obligation to lead subject matter instruction 
and their special education partners agreed.  In others, general educators took the lead without 
consulting their partners and created situations where fully credentialed special educators felt 
uncomfortable and unnecessary in their own classrooms. 
Citing her credential program as preparation to support a general education teacher, PK 
was very direct about his belief that his special education co-teacher did not possess equal 
expertise which would allow her to instruct a general education classroom. He asserted that it 
would always be his role to lead instruction and hers to support only students with special needs. 
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She’s not meant to be a classroom teacher, in my opinion.  I think the only way she’ll be 
successful in a general education setting is by co-teaching.  Special education teachers 
have a specific skillset and that just isn’t geared toward high quality, rigorous instruction 
for general education students.  Her credential trained her to take what general education 
teachers provide and modify it, but no, she’s not prepared to create curriculum in the 
same way I am. (PK) 
 
Having spent four years in the same co-teaching partnership, MB expressed that she felt 
equality with her Education Specialist partner that was not there in the early years  She expressed 
that her partner lacked subject matter expertise, placing her in the role of lead instructor while 
she brought him up to speed on subject matter and he bolstered her abilities in classroom 
management techniques. 
I’d like to think we’ve worked together long enough that we’re equal, but to be honest, it 
was a learning curve to begin with because of the different ways our credential programs 
prepared us.  I certainly didn’t have enough knowledge to appropriately handle students 
with disabilities and he lacked subject matter expertise, so while we may be equal now, I 
wouldn’t say we were or would have been coming directly out of credential programs 
into the classroom.  (MB) 
 
For AS, the issue of parity between herself and her general education partner was not 
related to institutional policies but rather a direct result of her partner’s unwillingness to allow 
her to take the lead.  Whether in planning or executing lessons in the general education 
classroom, AS reported she had little to say about what was taught or how it as delivered because 
her partner felt he was the lead and she only a mechanism of support for students with 
disabilities. 
Well, I’m pretty new to this but I think I should probably feel more like a classroom 
teacher than I do.  He’s the one who plans everything – most often without me – and 
conducts the classroom lessons.  I never really have a say in what we’re doing or when, 
I’m just there to take what he creates and make it accessible for students with disabilities.  
I don’t have a voice when I feel a lesson is too hard for everyone, he just says it will be 
fine and my students with disabilities will have to rely on me to “get it.” The kids know 
we’re not the same and some of them disrespect me because they know I’m “only” a 
special education teacher.  They think I don’t know what I’m doing in a classroom and 
that frustrates me sometimes. (AS) 
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Special educators in co-teaching relationships perceive a lack of expertise due to 
deficiencies in subject matter preparation. 
While co-teaching relationships are meant to supplement the expertise of general and 
special educators and provide a robust learning environment for students of all abilities, mere 
differences in subject matter preparation made many of the special education teachers 
participating in this study feel unequal and unequipped in the co-taught classroom.  
While MR felt well prepared to address the needs of students with disabilities, she felt her 
credentialing program had missed a critical component of preparing her to address specific 
subject matter areas.  While she did express beliefs that her special education expertise made her 
equal to her partner, she still felt as though her preparation program left her deficient in subject 
matter expertise. 
My credential program didn’t equip me with the subject matter knowledge she has, so she 
is definitely more the expert in planning instruction.  I don’t feel as though I could touch 
her abilities in that area.  I mean, she would probably say the same about me and 
differentiating for our students [MR looks at ED; ED nods in agreement].  That’s what I 
was trained to do; that’s what I’m prepared for.  The rest I’m learning from her as we go 
along. (MR) 
 
Having spent the majority of her undergraduate studies focused on English Language 
Arts, MH felt as though her education were subordinate to her teacher credential preparation in 
Special Education.  While she felt she would be prepared to teach an English class, she found 
herself co-teaching in mathematics and thus felt under-prepared for the demands of the general 
education classroom. 
Well like I said, I’m an English person and not a math person, so I’m really no prepared 
to teach the class all on my own.  It just wouldn’t work.  I’m here to support my kids with 
disabilities and I can only do that because she’s been trained to teach the subject matter 
and I’m trained to make it accessible.  (MH) 
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The irony of feeling unprepared to teach an English Language Arts class to general 
education students while being considered adequate for a special education English classroom 
was not lost on MG.  The perceived acceptance of lower levels of subject matter expertise for 
special education students motivated MG to discuss her feelings about why special education 
students were not given the same level of instruction as were general education pupils.  
Am I ready to take on an English class all by myself?  No, certainly not.  My teacher 
preparation program didn’t set me up to do that.  I’m ready to be an SDC (special day 
class) teacher where, ironically, I’d provide subject matter instruction to my kids with 
disabilities, but I’m not ready to teach the general education kids.  I often wonder why 
this is so.  I mean, if they placed me in an SDC class tomorrow, wouldn’t the kids 
deserve the same quality of instruction as general education students?  They would, yet 
I’d be there pretending to be a subject matter expert when I’m nowhere nearly qualified 
to call myself that.  (MG) 
 
Through a variety of venues, whether institutionalized at the school, district, or federal 
level or even as far back as teacher preparation programs, co-teachers in this study found 
themselves with perceptions of inequality and disparity in the ways in which they were equipped 
to take on the responsibility of direct instruction in the general education classroom.  Even in 
successful partnerships, the dissimilarities in the ways teachers were prepared for their teaching 
experiences translated into perceived areas of deficiency or need, both for general and special 
educators.  In difficult or unsuccessful partnerships, this translated into feelings of frustration and 
uncertainty on the part of teachers who seemed to lack an understanding of how their differences 
could compliment one another’s roles.   
For those who were able to overcome differences in preparation, an uphill battle still 
existed due to variances in the ways in which they were perceived by administrators, students, 
and parents.  General educators were perceived to be more valuable to the classroom than were 
special educators and often this translated into disrespect for the partnership and/or the individual 
teacher.  For co-teaching partnerships meant to bridge the gap between what is currently offered 
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to special education students and what is possible, differences in preparation and credentialing 
persist. 
Results and Interpretations 
This portion of the chapter contains the results of this study, drawn from the major 
themes and sub-findings, as well as an interpretive discussion of each.  Based upon evidence 
gathered during the research, it is clear that the perceptions of teachers involved in co-teaching 
relationships at the secondary level are colored not only by the evolution of their partnerships 
over time but also by factors such as personality, interpersonal sharing and development of each 
other as professionals, and by the very credentials each of the partners holds.  Teachers working 
in co-teaching relationships find early achievement of synergy (or lack of) to be a primary 
indicator of the success or failure of their partnerships.  Overwhelmingly, teachers in the study 
reported that synergy to be more important than extended periods of time in how a co-teaching 
partnership grows and evolves.  Perceptions of efficacy were greatly impacted by whether or not 
individual teachers felt respected and trusted by their partners, allowing them to take risks and 
develop their areas of need more thoroughly than they might have in an individually-taught 
classroom.  However, even when the personalities of co-teaching partners supported long-term 
success, disparities continued as an underlying current in the relationship due to differences in 
teacher preparation and credentialing programs. 
After careful review and consideration of the data gathered during this study, it became 
clear that the perceived evolution of co-teaching relationships centered around four major areas.  
Consequently, four results of this study were identified and are discussed, in relation to the 
relevant literature, below.  These results and the corresponding interpretations, form the 
foundation for specific actionable recommendations offered in Chapter 5 of this study.  
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Result 1:  The success or failure of a co-teaching relationship is dependent upon the 
willingness and ability of partners to work together as a single entity with mutual respect 
and trust between themselves. 
 
This study found that teachers who are willing to work together and able to form a bond 
of trust and respect for one another create co-teaching partnerships which are successful for both 
the teachers involved and the students they serve.  Co-teaching partnerships which formed based 
on input from the partners with regard to their pairings came together much more quickly and 
learned to work in concert with one another in the early days of their partnerships, forming an 
instructional entity which led teaching and learning.  In partnerships where pairing was forced 
and personalities failed to connect, lessons in co-taught classrooms were led by two independent 
teachers with clear delineation of responsibility.  Teachers felt more effective when they were 
able to operate as a single entity and found themselves willing to employ more novel 
instructional strategies and develop themselves as educators beyond what they initially brought 
to the co-taught classroom. 
Trust and mutual respect are, according to the teachers in this study, evident from the 
early days of a relationship and often arises partly as a result of choosing their co-teaching 
partner.  The study found that partners who felt respected, listened to, and equal with their 
partners identified these qualities early on in the partnership and used them to bolster feelings of 
efficacy and parity in the general education classroom. Similar to research which found co-
teaching to be akin to a marriage (Cook & Friend, 1995), participants in this study referred to 
one another in terms typically reserved for a romantic partner or spouse (my “work wife,” for 
instance) and assumed the casual interpersonal attitudes and banter characteristic of romantic 
pairings.  They referred to the need to respect one another and share particular views on teaching 
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and learning as essential to not only entering into the co-teaching relationship but to sustaining it 
over a period of time in a manner mutually beneficial to teachers and students alike. 
While it seems teachers who feel parity in their co-teaching relationships can recognize 
that feeling from the start, teachers (particularly special educators) who lack the feeling of 
mutual respect for their abilities in the beginning will likely continue to feel less effective in the 
classroom and unequal to their partners over the long term. Parity in co-teaching partnerships 
that were perceived as less than successful was often hard to achieve and, in most cases, teachers 
never felt as though they operated as equals in the classroom.  When observed, students were 
quick to perceive this uneven distribution of power and exploit it to derail classroom 
conversation and disengage from the learning process.  Most often, this study found that special 
education teachers assigned to co-teaching partnerships which were uncomfortable or 
unsuccessful reported a lack of parity between themselves and the general educator which left 
them feeling subordinated or unheard in the classroom by both students and their co-teaching 
partner. Failure to recognize both teachers as equally responsible for classroom instruction and 
student achievement undermined the intent of the co-teaching arrangement for all students 
benefit from supports designed to help students with special needs.   
Brown et al (2013) found that highly effective interpersonal communication in a co-
teaching relationship is critical to resolve conflict and establish equality. Teachers in this study 
spoke extensively of the need for partners to work together deeply and on a more personal level 
than colleagues not involved in co-teaching relationships. Teachers in the study often mentioned 
the need for compatible (but not identical) personality types when citing the hallmarks of a 
successful co-teaching pairing.  They consistently referred to synergy and compatibility with 
regard to being able to work productively with their partner.  Simply by virtue of the sheer 
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amount of time spent together, co-teachers must develop a sense of trust and respect for their 
colleague which isn’t truly necessary in a typical secondary school teacher’s experience.  This 
supports Rytiivaara’s (2012) finding that both parties in a co-teaching relationship must be 
completely transparent and share all points of their professional lives due to their inability to hide 
their actions from one another. 
Co-teaching partners overwhelmingly felt that compatible – but not identical – value 
systems and beliefs were necessary for the relationship to thrive.  In many instances, disparate 
ideas about how to carry out instruction and discipline in the classroom were integral to the 
success of the pairing; when both had strong feelings about classroom management, for example, 
their partnerships thrived even when their approaches to classroom management were quite 
different from one to the other. Theilmann (2011) found that ideological compatibility and 
personal connection were keys to success in co-teaching partnerships, an idea supported by the 
teachers in this study.  As noted above, identical personality types and views are not necessary in 
(and are sometimes detrimental to) co-teaching relationships.  What must exist, however, are the 
same ideologies on student engagement, classroom management, rigor of instruction, and a deep 
commitment to student success.  If both partners share the same or similar views on these facets 
of their profession, co-teaching will be more likely to be successful.  If, however, fundamental 
differences exist which cannot be overcome with genuine compromise and respect, little can be 
done to improve the likelihood that teachers and students will fail to benefit from the co-teaching 
arrangement. 
The findings of this study directly contradict those found by Stivers (2008), whose 
evidence suggested that co-teaching should not be treated like a marriage and that partners 
should refrain from coming to know one another on a personal level.  Indeed, teachers 
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participating in this study consistently referred to the need to know one another outside of the 
classroom, at least on a surface level.  They cited the ability to connect student experiences with 
their own and with those of their co-teaching partner as an essential means to engaging students 
in teaching and learning.  The interpersonal interactions of teachers involved in co-teaching 
partnerships were seen as deficient when those outside factors were not considered and brought 
into play during curriculum planning and lesson delivery. 
While it would seem evident to attribute the successful development of teachers in co-
teaching relationships to the knowledge and expertise provided by professional development 
specific to the co-teaching practice, such does not appear to be the case. The professional 
development happening between teachers in the co-taught classroom appears to be an extension 
of the trust and respect evident in successful pairings and not necessarily a by-product of the 
discrete instruction in implementing the co-teaching model.  Rather, for those teachers who have 
found themselves personally compatible with their partners and willing to trust one another, 
professional development is a natural occurrence happening almost organically through 
respectful interaction and open avenues of communication between themselves and coaches 
invited in to help with their development. 
Co-teaching requires that secondary school teachers set aside their independence as 
singular instructors in special or general education classrooms and become accountable to one 
another for the success or failure of curriculum and lesson delivery.  For successful co-teaching 
partnerships, the compatibility between their ideologies and personalities enabled them to 
collaborate and plan together to achieve a shared vision in the classroom.  Wilson (2005) noted 
this need for both co-teaching partners to contribute to the curriculum developed for an 
implemented in a co-taught classroom.  This is departure from what is typically seen in 
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secondary school classrooms where teachers are independently responsible for their own 
instructional planning and delivery.  Such shared responsibility is uncomfortable for those who 
have grown accustomed to independence and these teachers are typically the ones who find 
difficulty in managing a co-teaching relationship.  These teachers, then, may not be suited to the 
co-teaching model as well as others who find synergy and excitement in creating curriculum 
jointly with a colleague, delivering that curriculum to a group of students, and jointly modifying 
instruction based on each other’s strengths and weaknesses as well as on student outcomes. 
A willingness to participate in co-teaching was not the only factor teachers in this study 
found important in denoting a successful co-teaching relationship.  Rather, in support of research 
by Pugach and Winn (2011), the willingness of partners to pair with one another was paramount 
to their desire to simply co-teach.  Those who were given latitude in selecting their partners 
reported greater successes in perceived efficacy in the classroom and greater student 
engagement.  These teachers attributed their successes to owning the process of creating a co-
teaching partnership and having a voice in how that partnership would be formed and develop.  
Those who found themselves in forced pairings rarely reported the ability to connect with their 
partner and often felt as though a barrier to success had been erected prior to the partnership even 
beginning.  Pairs who were able to discuss co-teaching ahead of being assigned to teach in the 
same classroom and arrive at a joint decision to teach together found an easier time recognizing 
the strengths each brought to the classroom, respecting one another, and connecting on the deep 
level required to achieve increases in perceived efficacy in the classroom. 
Teachers participating in this study believed that the ability to act as one was indeed 
evolutionary but that they sensed from the early days of a partnership whether or not that 
evolution was going to occur.  Co-teachers in successful pairing noted the near-instantaneous 
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ability to connect with their partner and share ideas with respect and trust.  Similarly, Mastropieri 
et al (2005) cited the ability of co-teachers to work together in an evolutionary process bringing 
them from independent professionals to acting as one in the classroom as a required element of a 
successful co-teaching experience. Additionally, teachers participating in this study who were in 
unsuccessful pairings noted exactly the opposite – they felt, from the beginning, no possibility of 
finding common ground or trust in their partners.  This research found that such teachers felt the 
co-teaching relationship hindered their efficacy in the classroom and that they would have been 
more proficient in an independently taught classroom.  They lacked the perception and 
willingness to be flexible in a manner noted to be essential to the co-teaching relationship 
(Dieker & Murawski, 2003). 
It appears that these early perceptions should be considered when deciding to pair 
teachers for long-term co-teaching assignments.  While co-teaching relationships do mature and 
change over time (Friend et. al, 2010), the willingness of the partners to do so on an individual 
basis appears to be static from the start.  Certain professionals may be more inclined to becoming 
successful co-teachers than others due to their propensity to work with others, compromise, and 
jointly create curriculum which is dynamic and accessible to all students.  This doesn’t suggest a 
hierarchy whereby those able to co-teach are better instructors than those who teach 
independently; rather, it suggests that the psychological dynamic to co-teaching may be of as 
great an importance to the model as is professional development and teacher preparation. 
Result 2: The maturation of co-teaching relationships and the corresponding increase in 
perceived efficacy and professional aptitude has a relatively short lifespan of two years; 
subsequently, co-teaching relationships plateau and fewer returns are seen promoting 
increased perceptions in efficacy and professional growth for educators. 
 
This study found teachers in successful co-teaching relationships exhibited different and 
increasingly more complex teaching methodologies in the classroom than did those in 
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unsuccessful relationships.  However, what was not borne out by the data collected here is the 
length of time over which such co-teaching partnerships matured to the point where advanced 
methodologies were likely to be employed. While it would seem that teachers would continue to 
grow and develop as partnerships matured over extended periods of time, this study found that 
co-teaching partnerships are unique in that they are perceived as supporting or damaging 
perceptions of efficacy from the start.  Those teachers in partnerships of extended duration 
(longer than three years) reported no more confidence in their teaching ability and efficacy than 
did those in successful partnerships of two years.  This suggests, then, that the benefits from co-
teaching achieved by teachers are greatest in the first years of a partnership and that partnerships 
which do not have immediate or near-immediate impact on teacher perceptions of efficacy may 
be destined to be detrimental to both teachers and students alike.  
Cook and Friend (1995) cited certain practices as evidence that co-teaching partnerships 
were maturing and growing, providing increased benefits to students in the form of engagement 
and to teachers in the form of increased aptitude in the classroom.  They found these milestones 
of maturation to occur at differing points in co-teaching relationships and didn’t set a timeline on 
their appearance; however, their work suggested an ongoing transformation that continues in a 
sort of cycle throughout the time co-teachers work together over a number of years. According to 
their study, Drs. Cook and Friend contend that true success in co-teaching is achieved when 
outside parties are unable to determine who the special and general educators are, no matter 
when this transparency happens.     
Indeed, Cook & Friend did not establish a timeline for maturation of co-teaching 
relationships.  Their research simply stated that maturation happens, not how or over how long.  
Teachers participating in this study found that the initial two year period subsequent to their 
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initial pairing produced the most returns in terms of maturation of the partnership.  Teaching 
practices and strategies were fluid during this timeframe and teachers were more willing to 
experiment with new and innovative thinking than that engaged in later in the partnerships.  
During the initial phases of co-teaching, when teachers were becoming familiar with one another 
and their students, they reported taking more risks and stepping outside their comfort zones more 
often.  In practice they appeared to still be establishing what a co-teaching comfort zone looked 
like and were, therefore, less afraid of failure than they became at later stages of the partnership. 
Co-teachers in relatively young pairings were, overall, more excited about trying new 
methods and discussing the outcomes of experimenting together in the classroom.  In years one 
and two, many of the co-teachers involved in this study made their way through all of the steps 
noted by Cook and Friend (1995), from one teach, one assist to true co-teaching.  Teachers in the 
early years of co-teaching who had been able to select their partners also seemed more excited to 
step outside of what they knew to be successful and inject some amount of unpredictability in the 
classroom.   
As partnerships progressed into longer durations such as those in years three and four, 
more static instruction appeared to take place.  In some partnerships, the dynamic had shifted to 
true team teaching as described by Dieker and Murawski (2003).  In others, partnerships and 
teaching styles appeared to have reached a comfort level falling short of that deemed true co-
teaching by Cook and Friend (1995).  Partnerships such as these exhibited a tendency to utilize 
one or two co-teaching strategies but rarely went outside the few which characterized their vision 
of what co-teaching should look like.  These partnerships, while still being considered 
“successful” in terms of student engagement, were more reflective of static teaching seen in 
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independently taught classrooms where instructors have found the methodologies that fit best 
with their teaching styles and rarely attempt anything outside of that sphere. 
Complementary and alternative teaching were more likely to be in practice in those 
longer-term partnerships which were successful but had progressed beyond the early days of 
dynamic teaching partnerships.  These partnerships exhibited a comfort level which suggested 
they were willing to work together but not necessarily take risks and look for any additional 
means of increasing benefits to students and themselves. In these pairings, general education 
instructors were more likely to be giving instruction to the majority of the classroom while the 
special educator worked with smaller groups set aside from the rest of the class or circulated the 
room, providing specific direct instruction to individual students, practices which are considered 
early and accessible in Cook and Friend’s analysis of how co-teaching partnerships mature.   
This slowing of change and early maturation of co-teaching partnerships may be 
reflective of a slowing of the transformation noted by Flesner (2007). Prior beliefs and skills 
brought into the co-teaching partnerships are discussed and addressed early on and compromise 
made when possible, leading to a slowing or ceasing of evolution after approximately two years 
together in the classroom.  Much like a romantic relationship grows and develops quickly in the 
early years, so too does a co-teaching partnership.  Those years spent coming to know one 
another, the quirks brought to the relationship, and how to work well together in spite of 
differences give way to later years where neither partner is surprised by the abilities or actions of 
the other.  As time passes, predictability increases and the partners seem better able to 
understand how their roles interconnect in the classroom and outside of it.  While this doesn’t 
signal a decrease in student gains, it signals the end of the search for greater gains attributable to 
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the co-teaching model.  Co-teachers may still search for new and interesting ways to engage 
students but cease looking to co-teaching as the means of making that happen. 
Interestingly, most of the teachers involved in the study considered themselves to be 
novice co-teachers during years one and two of their pairings.  Because of the isolation evident 
even in co-teaching relationships and the relative dearth of meaningful group professional 
development, year one and two co-teachers were unable to see the dynamics present in their 
classroom and understand them to be valuable knowledge to pass on to those who had been 
working together for longer duration.  This led them to value the input of coaches who focused 
specifically on the actions and interactions of the co-teachers as a means of professional growth 
and development for the partners. 
Because these teachers are still participating in co-teaching partnerships of varying 
durations, it is difficult to say if their perceptions of efficacy and views on professional 
development will change over time or with a different, more successful pairing.  The findings of 
this study suggest, however, that successful partnerships quickly allow teachers to recognize 
weaknesses in themselves and their partners and address them in a constructive manner.  In such 
partnerships, communication is open and constructive advice freely given so that the partners are 
involved in a continuous cycle of instruction, reflection, revision, and development.  
Result 3: Owing largely to the inherently unique qualities characterizing each co-teaching 
partnership, organized group professional development contributes little to the perceived 
efficacy of educators who instead find themselves developing one another as instruction 
occurs. 
 
Co-teaching is unique in that no other teaching model requires so much growth and 
development as does this practice. Teachers in independent classrooms are able to pursue their 
own professional development as they see fit without the worry of whether or not the topic is 
applicable to their co-teaching partner.  They may attend as much or as little professional 
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development as they choose and can use or discard any of the methodologies they learn in those 
sessions.  Co-teachers, on the other hand, must consider not only their own strengths and 
weaknesses but those of their partner.  They must consider the needs of their pairing and how the 
professional development and support offered at their school site or district will address those 
needs.  Rarely does any one particular professional development session fit the needs of a co-
teaching partnership effectively.  Thus, co-teachers find organized professional development to 
be of limited use to the development of their co-teaching practices. 
The unique arrangement inherent in the practice of co-teaching was cited by Keefe and 
Moore (2004) as one element which made defining support for the practice difficult.  Indeed, co-
teaching partnerships are as varied as the teachers who engage in them, making a concrete 
determination of what is needed to support co-teaching relationships on a general basis difficult.  
In some instances, pressure on special educators to maintain focus on individual students 
requires that they receive professional development enabling them to serve all students while 
maintaining the modifications and accommodations necessary to support their special education 
populations. In others, general educators may find a need for developing their skillsets with 
regard to employing learner-centered methodologies moving from direct instruction to more 
hands-on tactics.  Even among partnerships at the same schools, the needs of co-teaching 
partners are varied and cannot hope to be addressed through one text, one professional 
development session, or even a series of professional development sessions aimed at providing 
an overview of the co-teaching model as a whole.   
Bouck (2007) found that co-teaching is an entity created by teachers as they plan, grow, 
and work together.  In this fashion, the greatest and most rewarding professional development 
available to co-teachers is the interaction they bring to the partnerships themselves.  Teachers 
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who work together for many hours each day and plan together find themselves learning from one 
another more efficiently than do teachers sitting in seminars or classes for an hour or two on an 
infrequent basis.  Additionally, as they create the entity that becomes their co-teaching 
experience, instructors have the unique vantage point of being able to observe one another in the 
classroom in real-time situations where students or subject matter may be challenging.  Co-
teachers can use a critical eye to assess situations and determine what could be done differently 
in the future to achieve a better outcome for students.  This type of experience is not available 
with structured professional development designed to introduce teachers to specific 
methodologies but not to address the actual circumstances of a particular co-taught classroom. 
Perhaps because of the independent nature of those in the teaching profession, Murawski 
and Hughes (2009) found that teachers sometimes come to resent the presence of a partner in the 
classroom.  Their solution to this resentment was to provide what they termed “proper support 
and tools” for understanding and evolving as co-teachers.  For teachers involved in this study, 
the proper support was, to them, the individualized coaching available from the district 
specialists and not the organized “sit and get” professional development sessions conducted by 
district trainers.  Teachers in this study valued the presence of a third individual in the classroom 
solely focused on providing timely, objective feedback on teaching practices, classroom 
management, and interaction between co-teachers themselves.  To the participants of this study, 
that targeted feedback allowed them to look at their own practices in a clearer light and to 
immediately address areas which needed support and improvement.  They felt that coaching was 
the appropriate tool for professional development and anything more general would not have 
served their co-teaching practice as well. 
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Walther-Thomas, Bryant, and Land (2006) add an additional component to the idea of 
professional development as it applies specifically to the co-teaching model.  They suggest that 
administrative support is a key element to professionally developing co-teachers and sustaining 
partnerships which provide benefit to students and teachers alike.  Support for these ideas was 
found in this study as co-teachers consistently reiterated the need for administration to respect 
the sanctity of the co-teaching relationship.  They called on administrative support for common 
planning time, coaching feedback, and one-on one discussions and support as one of the pieces 
inherent in a successful partnership.  Without administrative support, co-teachers felt as though 
the time they needed to work together in developing one another was taken from them and put to 
use for other purposes.  Co-teachers at sites lacking administrative support cited this as the main 
reason they felt unprepared and undeveloped as co-teachers: when support is lacking at the upper 
levels of a school site or district, teachers are not afforded the time and resources necessary to 
excel at their jobs and their partnerships suffer. 
Result 4: Due to a parallel system of credentialing individuals to teach either general or 
special education persists, parity between co-teaching partners is difficult to achieve and an 
underlying sense of “joined but not equal” persists even in successful partnerships. 
 
The lack of trust and respect from their differently credentialed peer causes co-teaching 
partners, whether general or special educators, to feel as though they lack expertise in the 
classroom and, as a result, decreases perceptions of their own instructional efficacy.  These 
perceptions suffer due directly to the pairing with another teacher who lacks respect for their 
partner’s alternative credentialing and not as a result of some actual deficiency in their 
preparedness to teach or knowledge of the subject matter at hand.  This sentiment was expressed 
by teachers holding both types of credentials but was more pronounced amongst those with 
Education Specialist credentials, many of whom felt relegated to the role of teacher’s aide or 
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behavior manager when respect and trust were absent from the classroom.  General educators in 
relationships lacking trust and respect, on the other hand, viewed the situation as one in which 
they were the more effective teacher and thereby the authority in the classroom, an attitude 
conveyed to students through indirect means. 
In school districts receiving Federal funding, secondary school classrooms must be taught 
by an instructor who is considered “highly qualified” in his or her subject matter area.  This 
qualification comes as a result of specific subject matter training in teacher preparation programs 
geared only toward general education credentials.  In California, Education Specialist 
preparation programs do not contain the same subject matter emphasis.  Consequently, they  
produce credentialed teachers able to teach special day classes comprised of only special 
education students or provide resource support to students in general education with IEPs but not 
able to meet the “highly qualified” status required to conduct independent instruction in a general 
education classroom.  This differentiation is apparent to teachers with both credential types and 
sometimes creates feelings of superiority and/or inferiority on the part of one or both co-teachers. 
Co-teaching is, by design, a strategy constructed to support the learning of students with 
disabilities in the least restrictive environment possible.  Current belief and practice supports 
that, more often than not, the least restrictive environment for most students is the general 
education classroom.  Co-teaching partnerships set up to support inclusion of students with 
disabilities in the general education classroom and those which were the focus of this study 
include both a general and a special educator who are, in theory, equal in the design and 
implementation of instruction in the co-taught classroom.  However, as noted by Conderman 
(2010), equality between partners is often not achieved in the co-taught classroom because of the 
perceptions held by educators about credential types. 
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Many of the teachers participating in this study viewed their credential preparation 
programs as a barrier to equality and respect in the classroom.  Collaboration, noted to be the 
hallmark of successful pairings (Knackendoffel, 2007), was often hindered by teacher 
perceptions that their particular preparation for classroom instruction failed to provide them with 
the specific tools necessary for success.  In the case of general educators, the common perception 
was that they were ill-prepared to address needs such as accommodation and differentiation for 
students with special needs.  While they felt adept at designing instruction, many expressed that 
they felt making the curriculum accessible for students with disabilities was not a particular 
strength they possessed.  In these cases, general educators relied on special educators to take 
what they created and change it in a way that made it useful and appropriate for students with 
disabilities.  Behavior management was also a point of concern for general educators, who 
expressed feeling as though they were unequipped to manage the behavior issues presented by 
students with disabilities. 
Special educators, on the other hand, often felt as though they were out of place in the 
general education classroom due to lack of specific subject matter preparation during their 
credentialing programs.  As reported by Sims (2008), special educators often feel out of place in 
co-teaching partnerships because the classroom is assumed to “belong” to the general educator.  
This study also found that teachers holding Education Specialist credentials felt as though they 
lacked the expertise required to create curriculum rigorous and challenging enough to address 
both general and special education students.  They felt more suited to taking curriculum created 
by their subject matter expert partners and altering it to suit specific student needs.   
These differences create an underlying feeling of inequality for teachers, even when co-
teaching partnerships are successful. Trent et. al (2007) noted that comfort levels signifying joint 
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decision making and the ability to act interchangeably in the classroom are required for true 
equality between co-teachers.  However, when each party perceives their preparation for 
teaching in the co-taught classroom as deficient in some fashion, these comfort levels are 
difficult to achieve.  This study found that teachers often consciously (or unconsciously) defer to 
one another in areas where they perceive their preparation to be deficient and are less likely to 
develop their own personal skillsets when they view their partner as being more of an expert on a 
particular topic.  This reticence to grow as a professional is not due to a lack of enthusiasm of 
willingness on the part of educators but appears to be more symptomatic of the residual beliefs 
they hold about their credentialing and ability to appropriately address disparate student needs. 
While Brown et. al (2013) noted that equality in the classroom was necessary to underpin 
a successful co-teaching relationship, what was not addressed was the difficulty teachers have in 
overcoming engrained senses of inequality due to preparation programs.  Teachers in this study 
repeatedly referred to their beliefs that being credentialed as an Education Specialist placed them 
in a particular category of support staff not attributed to general education, single subject 
teachers.  Education Specialists reported feeling as though they were viewed as somehow 
unprepared to address the needs of the general education population.  The respect and trust noted 
by Dieker and Murawski (2003) required for a successful partnership was, therefore, difficult 
and sometimes impossible to attain. 
General educators also held deep-seated beliefs regarding their own preparation to 
instruct students in the general education classroom.  Most often, general educators viewed 
themselves as the experts in creating curriculum for use in the integrated classroom and were 
often reticent to give control of planning and strategy to their special education partners, even 
when collaboration was noted to be important in their paring.  Whereas Wilson (2005) noted the 
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need for both teachers to substantially contribute to curriculum creation and administration, 
general educators often took over the planning process because they felt their credentialing 
programs better prepared them to seek out supplemental materials and address content standards. 
It may seem that teachers are able to overcome these differences over time and perceive 
themselves differently as they grow and mature in the co-taught classroom.  However, even for 
those teachers in co-teaching partnerships enduring for four years, the perception of different and 
unequal persists.  Many of the teachers involved in longer-term co-teaching relationships had 
spent years teaching independently.  Some were general educators who instructed students in one 
specific subject matter area for more than a decade.  Others were Education Specialists who had 
provided resource services to special needs students for years, never having been at the lead in a 
classroom of their own.  Still others were special educators who led classrooms consisting solely 
of special education students.  In all of these cases, their previous experiences had colored their 
perceptions of what they were prepared to do and what expertise they brought to the co-taught 
classrooms.  Most often, these perceptions were attributed directly to credentialing programs 
which conveyed the message that the two types of teachers – general and special education – 
were differently prepared and differently capable in the classroom.  
Cook and Friend (1995) found that the very nature of teaching creates changes in the way 
teachers perceive their professional aptitude and the way students receive instruction.  What was 
not addressed was the way in which teachers hold on to perceptions gained early in their 
preparation programs which color their views on classroom aptitude and their ability to address 
the needs of both general and special education students in full-inclusion settings.  It appears 
almost impossible to overcome the perceptions teachers hold about their preparedness for 
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instruction when they come to the classroom having been told they are credentialed to handle 
specific instruction in a way which is inherently different from that of their partner.   
In a perfect world, teachers would view differences in preparation as a means to learn and 
grow from one another, adding to the level of expertise each possesses until a true and equal 
partnership can be formed.  In reality, what appears to happen is teachers hold on to the beliefs 
brought into the profession after credentialing and add to them as interactions with peers, 
students, families, and administrators reinforce the idea that credentials are created with inherent 
differences which cannot be overcome.   
Co-teaching which has the potential to be a long-term, viable option based on mutual 
respect and equality between teachers, is currently hindered by the very preparation programs 
which bring teachers to the profession in the first place.  While full-inclusion classrooms may be 
the answer to providing a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment for 
students with disabilities, it is important to acknowledge the barriers created by the very means 
by which teachers are prepared for classroom instruction.  Understanding those differences and 
the ways in which they can be overcome through continued professional development and 
support at the district and school level is the key to ensuring long-term sustainability of the co-
teaching model.  Alternatively, considering the necessity for two distinctly different means of 
credentialing special and general educators may be necessary.  In order for teachers to perceive 
themselves as truly equal in the classroom, there may need to be a re-imagining of teacher 
credentialing to provide one credential type capable of addressing both general and special 
education supports to students of differing abilities. 
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Summary 
Chapter 4 paints a rich, thick description of the co-teaching experience as created by 
secondary school co-teachers in the Sacramento City Unified School District.  It presents the 
collective perceptions and lived experiences of these teachers as told through their own voices, 
affording the investigator an opportunity to connect teacher perceptions to known research as a 
means of adding to the understanding of the co-teaching practice.  The triangulation of interview 
data, observational data, and review of artifacts collected from teachers and during classroom 
observations led to four deep and meaningful findings which emerged from this study.  These 
major themes – personality and the co-teaching relationship, the impact of time on perceived 
efficacy, the power of the partnership in professional development, and institutionalized disparity 
between general and special educators- lead to an understanding of co-teaching as a highly 
unique and personalized practice experienced differently by each individual participating in and 
developing their teaching profession through the practice. 
Successful co-teaching partnerships are singular entities created through the respectful 
and trusting interactions of the parties involved.  While time and the duration of individual 
partnerships contributes to the overall maturation and professional development of co-teaching 
partners, compatibility and personal connections are more essential to the success of the model 
than are any other factors.  For teachers who are invited to participate in the selection and 
development of their co-teaching relationship, gains in perceived teacher efficacy can be seen 
which are immediate and noticeable to outside observers.  However, what remains a constant in 
co-teaching relationships is the underlying eddy caused by differences in teacher preparation 
between special and general educators, creating and sustaining gaps between teachers even when 
the desire for equality and parity exists.   
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CHAPTER 5 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative transcendental phenomenological study was to explore the 
experiences and behaviors of teachers in co-teaching partnerships of varying durations, the 
perceptions those teachers held with regard to their partnerships and teaching efficacy, and the 
impact of maturing co-teaching partnerships on teaching efficacy and aptitude. By means of a 
deep and thorough examination of the data obtained through semi-structured interviews, 
classroom observations, and artifacts obtained from teachers and classroom observations the 
researcher sought to understand the means by which educators in co-teaching relationships 
constructed the realities of their partnerships, the ways in which those perceptions impacted 
classroom practices, and how teachers perceived their efficacy and classroom practices to change 
over time.   
The study was constructed and executed with the objective of providing a deeper 
understanding of how teachers, school sites, and districts can better support the practice of co-
teaching as a mechanism for supporting the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general 
education classroom. Through repeated reading and review of all data obtained during the study, 
the researcher believes she constructed a deep, rich description of the lived experiences of both 
general and special educators involved in co-teaching relationships at the secondary school level.  
This description encapsulates a number of unique perspectives and experiences conveyed by 
teachers participating in the study.  Listening intently to what was said as well as observing non-
verbal mannerisms during classroom instruction and in individual and paired interviews, the 
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researcher developed an appreciation not only of how individual teachers construct their co-
teaching realities but also of how they are constructed between co-teaching partners.   
The data gathered throughout the course of this study and analyzed in conjunction with 
relevant literature revealed four major findings relevant to the continued development of co-
teaching as a viable model for inclusion in the Sacramento City Unified School District.  These 
findings developed from major themes emerging from the analyzed data.  These themes revealed 
the integral nature of teacher participation in the initial construct of co-teaching arrangements 
and the continued importance of interpersonal connection between teachers throughout the 
duration of the relationship for purposes of both success in the classroom and professional 
development.  They also revealed that extended time, while important in the initial years of a co-
teaching relationship, does not impact teacher perceptions of efficacy in the co-taught classroom 
and that institutionalized disparity between teacher preparation programs for general and special 
educators threatens the ability of partners to achieve equality and transparency in the general 
education classroom.   
The results of this study, drawn from deeper analysis of the identified major themes and 
sub-findings in conjunction with relevant literature, were discussed with interpretive analysis as 
a means of offering avenues for improving the experiences of current and future teachers 
involved in co-teaching relationships both within the Sacramento City Unified School District 
and in other districts implementing or improving the co-teaching model.  The four results of the 
study were as follows: 
1. The success or failure of a co-teaching relationship is dependent upon the 
willingness and ability of partners to work together as a single entity with 
mutual respect and trust between themselves; 
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2. The maturation of co-teaching relationships and the corresponding increase in 
perceived efficacy and professional aptitude has a relatively short lifespan of 
two years; subsequently, co-teaching relationships plateau and fewer returns 
are seen promoting increased perceptions in efficacy and professional growth 
for educators; 
3. Owing largely to the inherently unique qualities characterizing each co-
teaching partnership, organized group professional development contributes 
little to the perceived efficacy of educators who instead find themselves 
developing one another as instruction occurs.; and 
4. Due to a parallel system of credentialing individuals to teach either general or 
special education persists, parity between co-teaching partners is difficult to 
achieve and an underlying sense of “joined but not equal” persists even in 
successful partnerships. 
The conclusions reached as a result of this study took into consideration the major themes 
and findings derived from analysis of the data, sub-findings relating to those major themes, 
interpretations and synthesis of all collected data, the results of the study, and suggestions arising 
from connections made between the results and relevant literature.  A discussion of the 
conclusions reached with respect to the specific research questions intended to be addressed by 
the study follows.  Subsequent to discussion of the conclusions, recommendations are made with 
the specific intent of enhancing the experience of students and educators participating in the co-
teaching model both in the Sacramento City Unified School District and for other districts 
implementing or enhancing the co-teaching practice for purposes of inclusion of special 
education students in mainstream secondary classrooms.  The chapter concludes with the 
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researcher’s personal reflection on the issues of parity, maturity, and efficacy experienced by 
both special and general educators in the co-taught classroom. 
Conclusions 
Exploring the experiences and behaviors of co-teaching partnerships at the secondary 
school level involving both a general and special educator, how those experiences affect the 
perceptions of those teachers, and how duration and maturity of co-teaching relationships 
impacted efficacy and aptitude were the primary foci of this study.  As a result, the research 
questions which guided the study were designed to focus the voices and perceptions of teachers 
and how they constructed the experience of co-teaching through their own personal lenses.  The 
conclusions of this study are based on providing specific, meaningful, and impactful answers to 
each of the primary research questions as a means of understanding how teachers, school site 
leaders, and district administrators can improve the practice of co-teaching to benefit both 
students and staff alike.  A general overview of the conclusions drawn from this study are 
presented below as a means of setting the context for conclusions specific to the research 
questions being addressed.  The three research questions and the related answers discovered 
through the course of this study follow. 
A number of conclusions may be drawn from this data.  Primarily, it can be concluded 
that to achieve success in a co-teaching partnership, site administrators and district leaders 
should support the inclusion of teachers in the decision-making process prior to assigning co-
teaching roles.  Teachers should have the opportunity to volunteer for co-teaching assignments 
and to have a voice in the selection of their partner much as they would in an interpersonal 
relationship.  Allowing teachers to take ownership of the decisions made prior to expecting 
success in the classroom can create positive returns in the form of educators who are happy and 
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fulfilled in mutually trusting and respectful co-teaching partnerships.  It will also provide 
professional development on an ongoing basis as teachers feel empowered to take risks with their 
practice and utilize the varied expertise of their co-teaching partner to support their areas of need 
and improve their methodologies over the course of the co-teaching relationship. 
Additionally, as the first two years of a co-teaching partnership are critical to its long-
term success or failure, supports from coaches and administration should be in place from 
inception.  Accessibility of supports for teachers and immediate feedback as they navigate the 
changes inherent in coming to know one another can be critical to seeing the types of gains in 
student achievement possible only through dynamic co-instruction and carefully thought-out 
interactions between co-teaching partners.  Teachers who do not feel supported and able to take 
risks during these initial two years are in danger of falling into routines early in the co-teaching 
partnerships which support only the most basic of co-instruction, robbing both themselves and 
their students of the opportunity to truly experience co-teaching and benefit from the expertise of 
two professional educators in the classroom. 
Lastly, while trusting and respectful co-teaching partnerships can improve the perceived 
efficacy of individual instructors, a perceived gap continues to exist between general and special 
educators.  Even when each party to the partnership feels as though they contribute a unique set 
of skills to the classroom feelings persist that the general educator, or subject matter expert, is 
somehow the “real” classroom teacher.  While this perception doesn’t necessarily create 
animosity between the partners and is often handled in a respectful fashion, it serves to devalue 
the contribution of the special educator and his or her ability to successfully act as a “highly 
qualified teacher” in the secondary school classroom.   
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This gap arises – and persists – primarily because of perceptions generated by the 
different ways general and special educators are prepared for the classroom.  Due to the very 
nature of Education Specialist preparation programs, these credentials lack the subject matter 
expertise possessed by single subject credential holders at the secondary school level.  Federal 
law, which requires the presence of a “highly qualified teacher” in every secondary school 
general education classroom at schools receiving federal funding, reinforces the gap through a 
system by which Education Specialists are not afforded the expertise to meet the “highly 
qualified teacher” requirement. Perpetuating differences in preparation programs continues to 
create a chasm between even the best of general educators and their counterparts, one which 
cannot be overcome even by working closely and supporting one another. 
Research Question 1: How do secondary school teachers describe the experiences and 
elements of co-teaching they perceive as having impacted their classroom practices? 
 
Educators involved in co-teaching relationships at the secondary school level in the 
Sacramento City Unified School District describe interpersonal connections and continuous 
cycles of risk-taking and feedback from their co-teaching partner as having the most impact on 
their classroom practices.  Teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships at each of the sites 
participating in the study were thoughtful and straightforward when describing the elements of 
co-teaching they felt had impact on their classroom practices. In cases where teachers perceived 
their partnerships as being successful, they most often discussed the deep personal connections 
made with their co-teaching partners and the respect and trust apparent in their pairings from the 
start. These teachers consistently returned to the idea that they had ownership in the co-teaching 
process and were paired with individuals whose belief systems and personalities complimented 
their own.  These elements were the basis upon which they formed connections with each other, 
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bringing life experiences and anecdotal evidence into classroom instruction in a way that was 
both believable and meaningful. 
Successful co-teaching partners used this foundation of trust and respect to branch out 
from their comfort zones, taking risks in employing new strategies and methodologies in the 
classroom and trusting their partners to provide constructive feedback on areas which were weak 
or needing improvement. Teachers felt they learned as much or more from observing and 
discussing teaching practices with their partners as they did from structured professional 
development and appreciated the timely and relevant feedback which could only be provided by 
an individual present, active, and integral to the instruction taking place in their own classroom.  
They also reported value in the presence of a coach assigned to observe and provide specific, 
actionable feedback on their unique co-teaching practices. 
Classroom observations supported the variety of thinking and methodologies employed 
by teachers when they felt mutual trust and respect in the co-teaching arrangement.  Teachers 
often took verbal and non-verbal cues from their partners when lessons or group activities 
weren’t going according to plan and used those cues to immediately adjust instruction.  From 
these cues given by an interested second party teachers were then able to formulate new and 
improved strategies for student engagement and instruction, improving their practice without the 
need to attend structured professional development. 
In those partnerships perceived as being difficult or unsuccessful by the participants, the 
frank and honest responses of the participants spoke to the lack of connectivity and their 
frustrations over not feeling as though they had power over the decision to co-teach. Educators in 
these partnerships felt as though their efficacy in the classroom suffered as a result of the pairing 
and the forced efforts to integrate another teacher into a routine they had already established.  In 
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most of the unhappy or unsuccessful pairings, little respect was felt or observed between the 
parties and the special educator was often relegated to the role of assistant or teacher’s aide, 
receiving little in the way of experience with direct instruction in the general education 
classroom and no feedback to improve their practice.  Both general and special educators in these 
situations expressed a desire to have more control over future pairings and felt that, should an 
interpersonal connection be made, the co-teaching experience would have improved for 
themselves, their partners, and their students. Observation of these classrooms indicated little to 
no interaction between co-teaching partners and an under-utilization of the special educators as 
classroom experts, thereby discounting their role as educators entirely.     
Research Question 2: How do secondary school co-teachers perceive the changes their 
partnerships have experienced over time? 
 
Secondary school co-teachers perceive that their partnerships have matured and grown 
over the initial two years of the co-teaching arrangement, resulting in more dynamic instruction 
and increased benefit to both students in the classroom and the educators involved in the 
partnerships.  Co-teachers participating in the study perceived the first two years of their co-
teaching arrangement as being periods of change in the way they taught, interacted with one 
another, and interacted with their students.  From the beginning days of partnerships when 
teachers come to know one another, a paradigm shift is required in the way one thinks about 
teaching and learning.  No longer are teachers able to think solely about the way they alone will 
deliver a lesson; rather, as co-teaching partners teachers must consider the presence of a second 
educator in the room and how that second educator will impact lesson delivery, pupil-to-teacher 
interactions, behavior management, and student learning.  Whether it happens through co-
planning intended specifically to integrate the expertise of both general and special educators 
into the lesson design or through interactions in the classroom during instruction, co-teaching 
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relationships require a different mindset on the part of educators accustomed to independently 
planning and executing instruction. 
The majority of the changes in co-teaching partnerships, therefore, happen in the first 
year to two years of the relationship as teachers take risks and change their perceptions of what 
teaching looks like.  Initially, incorporating another adult into instruction is perplexing at least 
and sometimes very difficult for teachers to grasp.  As such, they tend to utilize strategies such as 
one teach, one assist which easily incorporate two professionals into the instructional 
environment with little additional planning or forethought.  Soon, however, it becomes apparent 
to successful co-teaching partnerships that greater gains in student achievement can be seen 
through sharing responsibility for instruction on a more equal basis and utilizing the strengths 
each brings to the table.  They move to parallel teaching and alternative teaching on an 
experimental basis, finding both success and failure as they step outside their comfort zones and 
begin truly working in conjunction with one another.  Experiments lead to a cycle of reflection, 
revision, and re-implementation which all lead co-teaching partners toward perception of more 
effective co-teaching partnerships. 
Over time, these more dynamic methods of instruction become engrained the fabric of the 
co-teachers’ instructional methodologies and teachers shift toward true team teaching.  This shift 
typically happens in the second year of co-teaching when partners are comfortable with one 
another and able to share constructive criticism and positive feedback.  After co-teaching 
partners have reached a comfort level allowing them to make this shift, changes in co-teaching 
practices become less frequent and relationships stabilize.  Teachers perceive less changes 
occurring in their partnerships and methodologies subsequent to the second academic year of 
instruction and report that years three and beyond feel very similar to one another.  Teachers find 
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a “groove” in which they are comfortable jointly delivering instruction and predictability of 
lessons and lesson planning resembles that of individually taught classrooms. 
Research Question 3: How do secondary school teachers describe their feelings of efficacy 
and perceived professional aptitude after participating in a co-teaching partnership?  
 
Both general and special educators who are currently participating or who have 
participated in co-teaching partnerships characterized by mutual trust and respect feel that their 
efficacy and professional aptitude are improved through the experience.  Those in relationships 
lacking trust and respect do not experience the same improvements in perceived efficacy. In 
order for teachers to experience increases in perceived efficacy and professional aptitude as a 
result of participating in co-teaching assignments, those relationships must be characterized by 
mutual trust and respect between the parties.  In such partnerships, teachers reported that the trust 
imparted to them by their co-teacher allowed them to feel more at ease trying new and novel 
means of delivering instruction and stepping outside their comfort zone with regard to classroom 
control and student behaviors.  When partnerships were imbued with a sense of respect, both 
general and special educators felt comfortable asking questions about areas they felt they knew 
less about than their partners, as well.   
General educators in respectful co-teaching relationships reported feeling as though they 
learned a great deal about classroom management, accommodation, and modification of lessons 
for students with special needs.  They felt more equipped to handle the needs of a diverse 
population of learners and to modify their lessons for a variety of learning styles.  General 
educators in co-teaching partnerships expressed and demonstrated a greater range of strategies 
designed to increase student engagement and make learning accessible for all.  Additionally, they 
felt as though their collaboration skills increased as they learned to work with another individual 
to plan and deliver instruction – skills they believed made them better teachers and better 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  149 
 
 
 
members of their learning communities.  While general educators felt they learned a great deal 
from their special educator counterparts, they tended to retain the belief that they were more 
equipped to take the lead in the general education classroom due to their specific subject matter 
preparation.  In most cases, even when partnerships were successful, general educators perceived 
their skillsets as being more relevant to the secondary school classroom than those of their 
special education partners. 
Special educators reported greater feelings of aptitude and efficacy as they learned more 
about the subject matter area being taught in the co-taught classroom.  When special educators 
found themselves in respectful and trusting co-teaching partnerships, the were more likely to ask 
questions about the subject matter area, research the material being taught in the classroom on 
their own, and seek out ways to become more knowledgeable about the topics being addressed.  
They felt as though they contributed a great deal of expertise to the partnership through their 
ability to make lessons and material accessible to all students, a skill they felt was as applicable 
to general education students as to those with special needs.  When special educators worked 
side by side with a general educator who valued their contribution to the classroom, they felt as 
though they were better teachers, better behavior managers, and better communicators. However, 
even in successful co-teaching partnerships, special educators retained the perception that lack of 
subject matter expertise in their credential preparation programs placed them at a disadvantage to 
their general education partners. 
In partnerships where trust and respect were absent or perceived to be absent, teachers 
reported feeling no more effective in the classroom than they had when teaching independently 
and, in some cases, they felt less effective in the co-teaching partnership.  Special educators in 
particular felt hindered in partnerships where trust was absent, feeling as though the general 
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educator/subject matter expert marginalized their contribution to the classroom and devalued 
their skillsets until they became nothing more than paraprofessionals supporting the true 
classroom teacher.  General educators also reported perceptions of decreased efficacy as they 
considered time spent planning with their counterparts to be wasted and any effort to teach 
jointly was entered into begrudgingly and with reservation. 
Recommendations 
As presented in the Results and Interpretations section of Chapter 4, four major themes 
emerged from the findings of this study of the behaviors and experiences of teachers involved in 
co-teaching relationships at the secondary school level.  Grounded in these themes, 
recommendations are made below which seek to support and enhance the co-teaching experience 
for teachers working at school sites within the Sacramento City Unified School District where 
the co-teaching model has been adopted as a means of providing a free and appropriate education 
for students with disabilities in the least restrictive environment.  Next, recommendations are 
made which can support the broader educational community as schools and districts explore the 
possibility of achieving full inclusion of students with disabilities in general education 
classrooms via implementation of the co-teaching model.  Lastly, recommendations for further 
research are provided which may encourage an increased understanding of the dynamics of the 
co-teaching relationship, the relationship between general and special educators, and the ways in 
which students and educators can benefit from the presence of two qualified instructors in one 
general education classroom. 
Recommendations for Sacramento City Unified School District Co-Educators 
The recommendations made herein are specific to professional educators involved in co-
teaching relationships at secondary schools within the Sacramento City Unified School District 
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and are intended to focus on enhancing the teaching and learning experience for both students 
and teachers in co-taught classrooms.  While other schools and districts may benefit from these 
or similar recommendations, the feasibility of transfer of these recommendations to other locales 
may not be practical as they have been formulated in consideration of specific populations of 
teachers and students.   
It is recommended that teachers currently involved in co-teaching relationships at 
secondary school sites in the Sacramento City Unified School District or those considering 
embarking on new co-teaching relationships at those school sites be provided with the following 
as a means of enhancing the co-teaching experience and providing a deeper, more meaningful 
experience for both students and teachers. 
1. Relationship development: Teaching staff should be involved in the decision to co-
teach and the selection of co-teaching partners.  Individual teachers should be 
surveyed for interest in participating in co-teaching arrangements prior to the 
development of master schedules for the upcoming academic year and those 
indicating interest should be allowed to seek input from other interested teachers with 
whom they feel personally compatible. 
2. Sanctity of the co-teaching partnership:  Teachers involved in co-teaching 
relationships should be viewed as a single entity rather than two independent 
instructors in one classroom.  Efforts should be made to refrain from removing either 
of the educators from the classroom at all times.  Co-teaching partners should be 
treated as a unit and allowed to remain together in their classrooms in order to 
provide a unified portrait of their partnership to students, reinforcing their equality in 
the classroom. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  152 
 
 
 
3. Support for maturing partnerships:  Efforts should be made to focus support for co-
teachers on the critical initial two-year period of the co-teaching partnership.  As it is 
during this time when SCUSD teachers reported the greatest amount of change and 
adjustment in their co-teaching partnerships, increased diligence on the part of 
coaches and leadership to provide the necessary support, coaching, and feedback can 
make the difference between successful partnerships benefitting students and teachers 
and those destined to fail. 
4. Individualization of Professional Development: Coaches in the Sacramento City 
Unified School District should focus their efforts on providing immediate feedback to 
educators involved in co-teaching relationships and refrain from designing structured 
professional development intended to provide a broad overview of the co-teaching 
model.  Personalized, individual coaching provides teachers with a clearer picture of 
how best to address their own co-teaching practice and improve their techniques. 
5. Support for ineffective or unsuccessful partnerships:  Frequent classroom 
observations and visits to co-taught classrooms, particularly in classrooms where co-
teachers are perceived as being unsuccessful, can be helpful in supporting ineffective 
co-teaching partnerships.  Coaches and leaders should remain mindful of the 
possibility that unsuccessful partnerships may be detrimental to the morale of 
teachers and the learning of students in classrooms staffed by unhappy co-teachers.  
Classroom observations and coaching designed to address areas where co-teachers 
lack respect and trust for one another can be useful in early correction of issues and 
potentially transformational in moving partnerships from unhappy and ineffective to 
mutually respectful and productive situations.      
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  153 
 
 
 
Recommendations for the Broader Educational Community 
The continued quest for providing a free and appropriate education for students with 
disabilities in the least restrictive environment possible ensures that the broader educational 
community will continue to grapple with the idea of full inclusion and how best to support the 
practice. As co-teaching appears to be the most viable option for addressing this need, more 
schools and districts have approached the idea with trepidation and uncertainty.  Simply placing 
a general educator and a special educator in one classroom and asking them to address the needs 
of a wide variety of learners is not the mechanism by which teachers will feel effective and 
fulfilled and students will see gains in achievement.  Rather, all schools contemplating 
implementation of the co-teaching model can benefit from the integration of certain, specific 
recommendations as they begin the practice. 
This study found that educators currently involved in co-teaching relationships harbored 
a number of deeply-held beliefs about their own teaching practices and those of their partners.  It 
is with these beliefs in mind that the following recommendations are made. 
1. Prepare all teachers to understand the co-teaching model regardless of whether or not 
they will choose to participate.  Up-front information about the practice provides 
objective information to both those who are enthusiastic about participation and those 
who will refrain from co-teaching, allowing them to form the basis for respect 
between co-teachers and individual teachers in general education classrooms. 
2. Commit to co-teaching completely, or not at all.  Co-teaching is not a practice which 
can be partially implemented or implemented only for a segment of a secondary 
school; rather all teachers, students, and families must understand the practice and 
commit to supporting it completely if it is to be successfully implemented. 
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3. Understand the unique, individualized professional development needs of co-teachers 
and connect them with coaches and co-teaching peers for support and feedback as 
their partnerships mature. 
4. Strive to recognize the importance of skillsets brought to the classroom by both 
general and special educators and help each learn to value the other. 
5. Recognize both general and special educators in co-teaching relationships as the 
“teacher of record” on all student schedules and materials, allowing the differences 
between the teachers to be transparent. 
6. Ask teachers to commit to a minimum two-year co-teaching assignment and allow 
them to self-select their co-teaching partner whenever possible. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
This study, conducted at secondary school sites in the Sacramento City Unified School 
District, can not only serve to improve and enhance the co-teaching experience for teachers and 
students at those school sites but can also serve as a springboard upon which to base further 
research.  The researcher, therefore, recommends further research to provide additional insight 
into the practice of co-teaching and how the practice can be improved upon to produce more 
positive perceptions of teacher efficacy and positive student outcomes.  Further research may 
expand upon current findings, results, and conclusions and may provide the broader educational 
community with a means by which to more effectively prepare teachers for the co-teaching 
experience.  To inform this expansion of knowledge about the practice of co-teaching, the 
following areas of research are recommended. 
1.  A study involving how choice in co-teaching partnerships impacts the long-term 
efficacy of teachers involved in such pairings would provide insight into whether or 
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not teachers who feel ownership and control over their partnerships perform better 
over time. 
2. A study measuring the specific personality attributes of successful co-teachers and 
whether those attributes contribute to their ability to work well in a team setting 
would provide information as to whether certain teachers are predisposed to being 
successful in co-teaching arrangements and thus provide a framework for selecting 
co-teachers from among teaching staff. 
3. A study comparing partnerships in which the roles of the general and special 
educators are explicitly stated to families and students to those in which the 
differences are transparent would provide information on whether differences 
between educators are simply perceived by the educators themselves or are reinforced 
by populations which view special educators in a different light than general 
educators. 
4. A study examining the teacher preparation programs of general and special educators 
and how those differences impede the participation of each in the co-taught classroom 
could provide a basis for creating parity between teachers holding different types of 
credentials working together to educate both general and special education students. 
Summary 
The conclusions reached and recommendations made in this chapter were arrived at 
through an extensive research process involving a large amount of data collected through 
interactions with teachers currently participating in co-teaching relationships.  The study 
revealed that the co-teaching partnership is a complex pairing of educators uniquely qualified to 
serve the needs of both general and special education students.  The complexity of the co-
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teaching relationship arises not only due to differences in teacher preparation programs but also 
from the dynamics of interpersonal relationships, peer-to-peer coaching, administrative support, 
and criticism and/or respect from the broader educational community.  The depth and 
thoughtfulness of teacher responses to interview questions and the commitment with which they 
execute their teaching responsibilities in the classroom is reflective of the fact that each of them 
strives to be the best educator they can be, serving all students to the best of their abilities.  The 
description of their experiences and perceptions of their own efficacy attest to the fact that, while 
most are deeply dedicated to their craft, very few feel as though they are as effective in the 
classroom as they could be and most seek out continued opportunities for professional growth 
and development. 
Whether by accident or by design, teachers committed to the co-teaching model are true 
professionals who continue to seek out answers for students they serve, whether those students 
are general or special education learners.  These teachers involve themselves in continuous 
cycles of data driven instruction and constructive feedback in pursuit of better and more effective 
means of delivering instruction.  They attempt to look beyond the differences apparent in both 
themselves and students and find a common ground upon which knowledge can be formed.  Co-
teachers do this over time and with many failed attempts, yet successful partnerships commit to 
the success of their pairings and go to great lengths to protect them.  When students are fortunate 
to find themselves in classrooms staffed by successful co-teachers, engagement increases, 
student learning is maximized, and special education students blend with general education 
students in a manner which is unidentifiable to the uninformed observer.  This, then, is the 
hallmark of truly successful co-teaching relationships:  classrooms in which neither the general 
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nor the special educator is identifiable and both general and special education students co-exist 
without the need for separation or identification of their unique needs. 
As I contemplate the results of this study and bring the work to a close, I often find 
myself returning to the admonition of my mother, herself a former special educator.  Prior to my 
decision to enter into the education field, she cautioned me against special education, telling me 
that teachers following the special education path found it exceptionally difficult and nearly 
impossible to sustain.  She, an educator from the time of “mainstreaming” special needs students 
into general education classrooms with little support, believed that good special educators had 
hearts which could only endure the difficulties of the profession for a limited time before finding 
themselves burnt out and ineffective due to the overwhelming responsibility of educating 
students with the greatest of need. 
The idea that co-teaching can extend the professional “lifetimes” of devoted special 
educators and help alleviate some of the tremendous inequalities they and their students face has 
been intriguing to me from the start.  By studying the practice of co-teaching with an eye toward 
improvement and expansion of the model at the secondary level, I hope to add to the possibility 
that all students will receive rigorous, high-quality educations designed with their specific 
learning needs in mind delivered by teachers regarded as “highly qualified” experts no matter 
whether they are general or special educators.   
I believe a quality education is possible for all students.  I believe that all students 
deserve a chance to succeed in the least restrictive environment possible, and I believe that co-
teaching may be a means by which that mission is accomplished.  Teaching is part art, part 
science and successful teachers are those who achieve a blending of both in their quest to be 
effective in the classroom. The dedication, love, and professionalism exhibited by teachers 
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participating in this study was remarkable and I know it will serve them, and in turn their 
students, well. 
  
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  159 
 
 
 
References 
94th Congress of the United States of America. (1975, November 29). Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act of 1975. Public Law 94-142. Washington, District of 
Columbia. 
Artiles, A. J., Kozleski, E. B., Dorn, S., & Christensen, C. (2006). Learning in inclusive 
education research : Re-mediating theory and methods with a transformative agenda. 
Review of Research in Education, 30, 65–108. 
Bandura, A. (1993). Perceived self-efficacy in cognitive development and functioning. 
Educational Psychologist, 28(2), 117–148. 
Bouck, E. C. (2007). Co-Teaching … Not just a textbook term: Implications for practice. 
Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 51(2), 46–51. 
doi:10.3200/PSFL.51.2.46-51  
Brown, N. B., Howerter, C. S., & Morgan, J. J. (2013). Tools and strategies for making co-
teaching work. Intervention in School and Clinic, 49(2), 84–91. 
doi:10.1177/1053451213493174 
Chapple, J. W. (2009). Co-Teaching: From obstacles to opportunities.  Dissertation.  Ashland 
University. 
Conderman, G. (2010). Methods for addressing conflict in cotaught classrooms. Intervention in 
School and Clinic, 46(4), 221–229. doi:10.1177/1053451210389034 
Conderman, G., Johnston-Rodriguez, S., & Hartman, P. (2009).  Communicating and 
collaborating in co-taught classrooms.  Teaching Exceptional Children Plus, 5(5), 2-
17.Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1995). Co-teaching: guidelines for creating effective practices. 
Focus on Exceptional Children, 28(3). 
Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1995). Co-teaching: Guidelines for creating effective practices. Focus 
on Exceptional Children, 28(3). 
Creswell, J. W. (2007). Qualitative Inquiry Research & Design: Choosing Among Five 
Approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc. 
Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational Research. Upper Saddle River: Pearson. 
Dagna, J. M. (2012). Insights of Public High School Teachers and Administrators Regarding the 
Benefits and Challenges of Co-Teaching. 
Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education. New York: Collier Books. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  160 
 
 
 
Dieker, L. A. (2001). What are the characteristics of “ effective ” middle and high school co-
taught teams for students with disabilities? Preventing School Failure, 46(1), 14–23. 
Dieker, L. A., & Murawski, W. W. (2003). Co-Teaching at the secondary level: Unique issues, 
current trends, and suggestions for success. The High School Journal, 86(4), 1–13. 
doi:10.1353/hsj.2003.0007 
Duke, D. (2008). Diagnosing school decline. Phi Delta Kappan, 89(9), 667-671. 
Dunn, L. M. (1968). Special education for the mildly retarded - is much of it justifiable? 
Exceptional Children, 35(1), 5-22. 
Embury, D. C. (2010). Does Co-Teaching Work? A Mixed Method Case Study Evaluation of 
Co-Teaching as an Intervention.  Dissertation.  University of Cincinnati. 
Fennick, E., & Liddy, D. (2001). Responsibilities and Preparation for Collaborative Teaching: 
Co-Teachers’ Perspectives. Teacher Education and Special Education: The Journal of the 
Teacher Education Division of the Council for Exceptional Children, 24(3), 229–240. 
doi:10.1177/088840640102400307 
Finn, J. (1989). Withdrawing from school. Review of Educational Research, 59(2), 117-142. 
Flesner, D. M. (2007). Experiences of Co-Teaching: Crafting the Relationship.  Dissertation.  
University of Florida. 
Friend, M. (2007). The coteaching partnership. Educational Leadership, 64(5), 48–52. 
Friend, M. (2008). Co-teaching: A simple solution that isn’t simple after all. Journal of 
Curriculum and Instruction, 2(2), 9–19. doi:10.3776/joci.2008.v2n2p9-19 
Friend, M., Cook, L., Hurley-Chamberlain, D., & Shamberger, C. (2010). Co-teaching: An 
illustration of the complexity of collaboration in special education. Journal of Educational 
and Psychological Consultation, 20(1), 9–27. doi:10.1080/10474410903535380 
Friend, M., Reising, M., & Cook, L. (1993). Co-teaching: An overview of the past, a glimpse at 
the present, and considerations for the future. Preventing School Failure, 37(4). 
Gately, S. E., & Gately, F. J. (2001). Understanding coteaching components. Teaching 
Exceptional Children, 33(4), 40–47. 
Gerst, S. (2012). The Co-Teaching Journey: A Systematic Grounded Theory Study Investigating 
How Secondary School Teachers Resolve Challenges in Co-Teaching.  Dissertation.  
Liberty University. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  161 
 
 
 
Greene, J. C., Caracelli, V. J., & Graham, W. T. (1989). Towards a conceptual framework for 
mixed-methods evaluation designs. Edcuational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 11(3), 
255-274. 
Groenwald, T. (2004). A phenomenological research design illustrated. International Journal of 
Qualitative Methods, 3(1). 
Harbort, G., Gunter, P. L., Hull, K., Brown, Q., Venn, M. L., Wiley, L. P., & Wiley, E. W. 
(2007). Behaviors of Teachers in Co-taught Classes in a Secondary School. Teacher 
Education and Special Education: The Journal of the Teacher Education Division of the 
Council for Exceptional Children, 30(1), 13–23. doi:10.1177/088840640703000102 
Hassall, M. D. (2007). Co-Teaching Partnerships in Inclusion Classrooms: Comparative Case 
Studies from a Suburban Comprehensive High School.  Dissertation.  University of 
Pennsylvania 
Hill, R. S. S. (2012). An Examination of the Use of Assessment Data in Co-Teaching.  
Dissertation.  Northcentral University. 
Howard, L. & Potts, E.A. (2009).  Using co-planning time: Strategies for a successful co-
teaching marriage.  Teaching Exceptional Children Plus, 5(4), 2-12. 
Hycner, R. H. (1985). Some guidelines for the phenomenological analysis of interview data. 
Human Studies, 8(3), 279–303. 
Idol, L. (2006). Toward Inclusion of Special Education Students in General Education : ... 
Remedial and Special Education, 27(2), 77–94. 
Indrisano, R., Birmingham, N., Garnick, S., & Maresco, D. K. (1999). A co-teaching model for 
literacy education. Journal of Education, 181(1), 75–102. 
Johnson, R. B., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004). Mixed methods research: A research paradigm 
whose time has come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), 14-26. 
Kavale, K. A., & Forness, S. R. (2000). History , rhetoric , and reality : Analysis of the inclusion 
debate. Remedial and Special Education, 21(5), 279–296. 
Keefe, E. B., & Moore, V. (2004). The challenge of co-teaching in inclusive classrooms at the 
high school level: What the teachers told us. American Secondary Education, 32(3), 77–89. 
Keefe, E. B., Moore, V., & Duff, F. (2004). The four “knows” of collaborative teaching. 
Teaching Exceptional Children, 36(5), 36–42. 
Klem, A. M., & Connell, J. P. (2004). Linking Teacher Support to Student Engagement and 
Achievement, 74(7), 262–274. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  162 
 
 
 
Kloo, A., & Zigmond, N. (2008). Coteaching Revisited: Redrawing the Blueprint. Preventing 
School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 52(2), 12–20. 
doi:10.3200/PSFL.52.2.12-20 
Knackendoffel, E. A. (2007). Collaborative Teaming in the Secondary School. Focus on 
Exceptional Children, 40(4), 1–20. 
Kohler-Evans, P.A. (2006). Co-teaching: How to make this marriage work in front of the kids. 
Education, 127(2), 260-264.  
Kvale, S., & Brinkman, S. (2008). InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research 
Interviewing. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications. 
Ladkin, D. (2005). The enigma of subjectivity: How might phenomenology help action 
researchers negotiate the relationship beteween 'self', 'other', and 'truth'? Action Research, 
3(1), 108-126. 
Lemle, N. S. W. (2010). Evaluating the effects of co-teaching on student achievement.  
Dissertation. 
Magiera, K., Smith, C., Zigmond, N., & Gebauer, K. (2005). Benefits of Co-Teaching in 
Secondary Mathematics Classes. Teaching Exceptional Children, 37(3), 20–24. 
Magiera, K., & Zigmond, N. (2005). Co-teaching in middle school classrooms under routine 
conditions: Does the instructional experience differ for students with disabilities in co-
taught and solo-taught classes? Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 20(2), 79–85. 
doi:10.1111/j.1540-5826.2005.00123.x 
Mastropieri, M. A., Scruggs, T. E., Graetz, J., Norland, J., Gardizi, W., & McDuffie, K. A. 
(2005). Case studies in co-teaching in the content areas : Successes, failures , and 
challenges. Intervention in School and Clinic, 40(5), 260–270. 
Mastropieri, M. A., & Scruggs, T. E. (2009). The Inclusive Classroom: Strategies for Effective 
Instruction. Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall. 
McLeskey, J., Hoppey, D., Williamson, P., & Rentz, T. (2004). Is inclusion an illusion? An 
examination of national and state trends toward the education of students with learning 
disabilities in general education classrooms. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 
19(2), 109–115. doi:10.1111/j.1540-5826.2004.00094.x 
Merriam, S.B. (2009).  Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation.  San 
Francisco: Jossey Bass. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  163 
 
 
 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. Thousand Oaks: SAGE 
Publications. 
Murawski, W. W. (2006). Student outcomes in co-taught secondary English classrooms: How 
can we improve? Reading/Writing Quarterly, 22, 258-267. 
Murawski, W. W. (2009). Collaborative Teaching in Secondary Schools. Thousand Oaks: 
Corwin. 
Murawski, W. W., & Dieker, L. (2004). 5 0 Ways to Keep Your Co-Teacher Strategies for 
Before , During , and After Co-Teaching. Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(4), 40–48. 
Murawski, W. W., & Hughes, C. E. (2009). Response to Intervention, Collaboration, and Co-
Teaching: A Logical Combination for Successful Systemic Change. Preventing School 
Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 53(4), 267–277. 
doi:10.3200/PSFL.53.4.267-277 
Murawski, W. W., & Swanson, H. L. (2001). A meta-analysis of co-teaching research. Remedial 
and Special Education, 22(5), 258–267. 
Nevin, A. I., Thousand, J. S., & Villa, R. a. (2009). Collaborative teaching for teacher 
educators—What does the research say? Teaching and Teacher Education, 25(4), 569–574. 
doi:10.1016/j.tate.2009.02.009 
Noonan, M. J., Mccormick, L., & Heck, R. H. (2003). The Co-Teacher Relationship Scale : 
Applications for Professional Development. Education and Training in Developmental 
Disabilities, 38(1), 113–120. 
Orr, A. C. (2009). New special educators reflect about inclusion: Preparation and current K-12 
practice. Journal of Ethnographic & Qualitative Research, 3(4), 228-239. 
Osgood, R. L. (2008). The history of Special Education: A struggle for equality in American 
public schools. Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group. 
Pancsofar, N., & Petroff, J. G. (2013). Professional Development Experiences in Co-Teaching: 
Associations With Teacher Confidence, Interests, and Attitudes. Teacher Education and 
Special Education: The Journal of the Teacher Education Division of the Council for 
Exceptional Children, 36(2), 83–96. doi:10.1177/0888406412474996 
Peper, K. A. (2010). Teacher Perceptions of Co-Teaching on Student Outcomes: A Qualitative 
Phenmenological Study.  Dissertation.  University of Phoenix 
Piechura-Couture, K., Tichenor, M., Touchton, D., Macisaac, D., & Heins, E. D. (2006). 
Coteaching : A model for education reform. Principal Leadership, 6(9), 39–43. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  164 
 
 
 
Ploessl, D. M., Rock, M. L., Schoenfeld, N., & Blanks, B. (2010). On the Same Page: Practical 
Techniques to Enhance Co-Teaching Interactions. Intervention in School and Clinic, 45(3), 
158–168. doi:10.1177/1053451209349529 
Pugach, M. C., & Winn, J. A. (2011). Research on co-teaching and teaming: An untapped 
resource for induction. Journal of Special Education Leadership, 24(1), 36–47. 
Qi, H., & Rabren, K. (2009). An Examination of Co-Teaching. Remedial and Special Education, 
30(5), 259–268. 
Rea, P. J., McLaughlin, V. L., & Walther-Thomas, C. (2002). Outcomes for students with 
learning disabilities in inclusive and pullout programs. Exceptional Children, 68(2), 203–
222. 
Rice, D., & Zigmond, N. (2000). Co-teaching in secondary schools: Teacher reports of 
developments in Australian and American classrooms. Learning Disabilities Research and 
Practice, 5(4), 190–197. 
Roth, W.-M., Tobin, K., Carambo, C., & Dalland, C. (2005). Coordination in coteaching: 
Producing alignment in real time. Science Education, 89(4), 675-702. 
Rytivaara, A. (2012). Collaborative classroom management in a co-taught primary school 
classroom. International Journal of Educational Research, 53, 182–191. 
doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2012.03.008 
 Saldana, J. (2009). Qualitative Researchers. Thousand Oaks: SAGE. 
Salend, S. J., Gordon, J., & Lopez-Vona, K. (2002). Evaluating cooperative teaching teams. 
Intervention in School and Clinic, 37(4), 195–200. 
Scruggs, T. E., Mastropieri, M. A., & McDuffie, K. A. (2007). Co-teaching in inclusive 
classrooms : A metasynthesis of qualitative research. Exceptional Children, 73(4), 392–416. 
Seglem, R., & VanZant, M. (2010). Privileging Students ’ Voices : A Co-Teaching Philosophy 
That Evokes Excellence in All Learners. English Journal, 100(2), 41–47. 
Sileo, J. M. (2011). Co-Teaching : Getting to Know Your Partner. Teaching Exceptional 
Children, 43(5), 32–38. 
Sileo, J. M., & van Garderen, D. (2010). Creating Optimal Opportunities to Learn Mathematics 
Blending Co-Teaching Structures: Blending co-teaching structures with research-based 
practices. Teaching Exceptional Children, 42(3), 14–21. 
Simmons, R. J., & Magiera, K. (2007). Evaluation of co-teaching in three high schools within 
one school district : How do you know when you are truly co-teaching? Teaching 
Exceptional Children, 3(3). 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  165 
 
 
 
Sims, E. (2008). Sharing command of the co-teaching ship: How to play nicely with others. The 
English Journal, 97(5), 58–63. 
Skinner, B. F. (1963). Operant behavior. American Psychologist, 18(8), 503-515. 
Skinner, E. A., & Belmont, M. J. (1993). Motivation in the classroom: Reciprocal effects of 
teacher behavior and student engagement across the school year. Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 85(4), 571-581. 
Solis, M., Vaughn, S., Swanson, E., & Mcculley, L. (2012). Collaborative models of instruction: 
the empirical foundations of inclusion and co-teaching. Psychology in the Schools, 49(5), 
498–510. doi:10.1002/pits 
Stivers, J. (2008). 20 wasy to Strengthen Your Coteaching Relationship. Intervention in School 
and Clinic, 44(2), 121–125. 
Thielemann, E. S. (2011). Teachers' Perceptions of their Co-Teaching Relationships.  
Dissertation.  Fordham University 
Thomas, G., & Loxley, A. (2007). Deconstructing Special Education and Constructing 
Inclusion. New York: Open University Press. 
Thompson, K. (2010). The Many Faces of Co-Teaching: How Does Co-Teaching Impact 
Students at Different Levels of Academic Functioning.  Dissertation.  University of West 
Georgia. 
Tremblay, P. (2013). Comparative outcomes of two instructional models for students with 
learning disabilities: inclusion with co-teaching and solo-taught special education. Journal 
of Research in Special Educational Needs, 13(4), 251–258. doi:10.1111/j.1471-
3802.2012.01270.x 
Trent, S. C., Driver, B. L., Wood, M. H., Parrott, P. S., Martin, T. F., & Smith, W. G. (2003). 
Creating and sustaining a special education/general education partnership: a story of change 
and uncertainty. Teaching and Teacher Education, 19(2), 203–219. doi:10.1016/S0742-
051X(02)00104-X 
Tschannen-Moran, M., & Hoy, A. W. (2001). Teacher efficacy: Capturing an elusive construct. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 17(7), 783-805. 
US Department of Education. (2010). The condition of education 2010. Washington, DC: United 
States Government. 
Villa, R. A., Thousand, J. S., & Nevin, A. I. (2008). A guide to co-teaching: Practical tips for 
facilitating student learning. Thousand Oaks: Corwin Press. 
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  166 
 
 
 
Voelkl, K. E. (1995). School warmth, student participation, and achievement. The Journal of 
Experimental Education, 63(2), 127-38. 
Volonino, V., & Zigmond, N. (2004). Promoting Research-Based Practices Through Inclusion ? 
Theory into Practice, 46(4), 291–300. 
Walsh, J. M. (2012). Co-Teaching as a School System Strategy for Continuous Improvement. 
Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 56(1), 29–36. 
doi:10.1080/1045988X.2011.555792 
Walther-Thomas, C., Bryant, M., & Land, S. (1996). Planning for Effective Co-Teaching: The 
key to successful inclusion. Remedial and Special Education, 17(4), 255–264. 
Walther-Thomas, C. S. (1997). Co-teaching experiences: the benefits and problems that teachers 
and principals report over time. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 30(4), 395–407. Retrieved 
from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9220708 
Weiss, M. P., & Lloyd, J. (2003). Conditions for Co-teaching: Lessons from a Case Study. 
Teacher Education and Special Education: The Journal of the Teacher Education Division 
of the Council for Exceptional Children, 26(1), 27–41. doi:10.1177/088840640302600104 
Weiss, Margaret P. (2004). Co-teaching as science in the schoolhouse: more questions than 
answers. Journal of Learning Disabilitiesarning disabilities, 37(3), 218–23. Retrieved from 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18847081 
Wenrich, J. T. (2012). How Teacher and Principal Beliefs Inform Inclusive Practice in the 
Secondary Classroom Through Co-Teaching. Dissertation. 
Wilson, G. (2005). This Doesn’t Look Familiar!: A Supervisor's Guide for Observing Co-
Teachers. Intervention in School and Clinic, 40(5), 271–275. 
doi:10.1177/10534512050400050301 
Zigmond, N. (2001). Special Education at a Crossroads. Preventing School Failure: Alternative 
Education for Children and Youth, 45(2), 70–74. doi:10.1080/10459880109603319 
 
 
  
Evolution of the Co-Teaching Partnership  167 
 
 
 
Appendix A: Consent to Take Part In a Research Study 
 
 
1. Title of research study:  
The Evolution of a Partnership: A Phenomenological Examination of Co-
Teaching Relationships 
2. Researcher: R. Lynne Ruvalcaba 
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study 
We invite you to take part in a research study because you are currently a general or special 
educator at the secondary school level, teaching a core subject matter area (English Language 
Arts, Mathematics, Social Science, or Science), and co-teaching at least one period per day with 
another teacher in the same classroom. 
4. What you should know about a research study 
Someone will explain this research study to you. 
Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
You can choose not to take part. 
You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to the 
research team at 916-606-9926. 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). An IRB 
reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare of humans 
subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 255-7857 or email 
HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
You cannot reach the research team. 
You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why is this research being done? 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine the perceptions and behaviors of 
teachers involved in co-teaching partnerships, the evolution of those partnerships over time, and 
the effects of those perceptions on teaching methodologies affecting engagement of secondary 
school students, both general and special education.  The study seeks to offer an understanding 
of the experiences of co-teaching partners, both general and special education teachers, and how 
the evolution of such partnerships impacts teacher perceptions of their own efficacy in the 
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classroom.  The behaviors, experiences, and perceptions of classroom educators will be studied 
to determine how co-teaching partnerships evolve from inception to maturity and what teaching 
practices are in evidence at varying stages of the collaboration.  Student behaviors in the co-
taught classroom will also be studied to determine how engagement differs in co-taught 
classrooms where partnerships have had time to mature and evolve.  By means of the research, 
educators and administrators at secondary schools may be better able to make decisions with 
regard to creating co-teaching partnerships and the success of students placed in classrooms led 
by both a special and general educator. 
 
7. How long will the research last? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for three months. 
8. How many people will be studied? 
We expect about 4 people at this location will be in the research study out of 16 people in the 
entire study.   
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
 The researcher will schedule two classroom observations designed to collect data on the 
interaction between yourself, your co-teacher, and your students.  Subsequently, you will 
be asked to participate in two interviews, one independent and one concurrent with your 
co-teaching partner.  
 Each classroom observation will last approximately forty minutes.  Each interview will 
last between thirty minutes and one hour. 
 You will interact solely with the primary researcher. 
 Classroom observations will be held in your primary classroom.  Interviews will be held 
at a location chosen by you, either at your school site or in an alternate location. 
 Observations will be scheduled at your convenience between May and June 2014.  
Interviews will also be scheduled at your convenience and can occur between June and 
September 2014. 
 Field notes will be taken during observations and interviews.  Artifacts, such as copies of 
lesson plans, handouts, and photographs of your classroom layout (at your discretion) are 
expected to be gathered during observations.  Audio recordings will be made of 
observations and interviews.  Additionally, video recordings of interviews are planned to 
supplement the audio recordings. 
 Observations will happen once per week for two subsequent weeks.  Interviews will be 
done once independently and once with the co-teaching team with no pre-determined 
interval between. 
 Information gathered from the observations and interviews will be analyzed and coded to 
determine themes and derive meaning from the data in order to describe the phenomenon 
of co-teaching as experienced by the research participants. 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
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If you take part in this research, it is very important that you: 
 Follow the investigator’s or researcher’s instructions. 
 Tell the investigator or researcher right away if you have a complication or injury. 
 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? 
You may decide not to take part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? 
If you agree to take part in the research now, you can stop at any time it will not be held against 
you. 
If you stop being in the research, already collected data may not be removed from the study 
database.  
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
You may experience discomfort in the frank discussion of the co-teaching partnership when your 
co-teaching partner is present.  This may pose a slight risk of emotional stress for you. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? 
There is no cost to you for participating in this study.   
15. Will being in this study help me in any way? 
There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. We cannot promise any 
benefits to others from your taking part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit access to your personal information including research study 
records, treatment or therapy records to people who have a need to review this information. We 
cannot promise complete secrecy. Organizations that may inspect and copy your information 
include the IRB and other representatives of this organization.  
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 
identifying information confidential. 
17. Can I be removed from the research without my OK? 
The person in charge of the research study or the sponsor can remove you from the research 
study without your approval. Possible reasons for removal include dissolution of the co-teaching 
partnership or end of employment with the school site. 
18. What else do I need to know? 
This research study is being done by Drexel University.   
 
Signature Block for Capable Adult 
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Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS 
DATE 
  
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
 
My signature below documents that the information in the consent document and any other written information was 
accurately explained to, and apparently understood by, the subject, and that consent was freely given by the subject. 
   
Signature of witness to consent process  Date 
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Appendix B: Individual Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 
Time of Interview:  
Date:  
Location:  
Interviewer:  
Participant:  
 
Project Description:  This study will consist of qualitative research methods, including semi-structured 
interviews which will be recorded.  Field notes will be taken during the course of the interview.  
Subsequently, the interview will be transcribed and analyzed for themes which will assist the researcher 
in making meaning from the perceptions, experiences, and beliefs of the study participants with regard to 
their co-teaching partnerships.   
Questions: 
1. Please state your name, gender, and teaching certifications held. 
2. How many years have you been teaching? 
3. How many years have you been co-teaching?   
a. How many of those years have been with the current co-teaching partnership? 
4. How were you selected for your current co-teaching assignment? 
a. Did you have choice in your co-teaching partner? 
5. How would you describe your current co-teaching relationship? 
6. What (and how much) professional development have you had specific to co-teaching? 
7. Tell me about your responsibilities in the co-taught classroom.  What do you do on a daily basis? 
8. Describe your partner’s approach to teaching. 
a. What skills and knowledge does your partner bring to the classroom? 
b. How are those skills and knowledge used in your co-taught classes? 
9. Do you and your co-teacher plan together? 
a. If so, when and how? 
b. If not, what prevents co-planning from happening? 
10. Do you feel there is parity between yourself and your co-teaching partner? 
a. If so, what specific things enforce that feeling of efficacy? 
b. If not, what changes would make the partnership more equal? 
11. How is student behavior managed in your co-taught classroom? 
a. Who has primary responsibility for behavior issues? 
12. What has been the most enjoyable part of co-teaching for you? 
13. What has been the most challenging aspect of co-teaching? 
14. When conflicts arise with your co-teacher, how are they handled? 
15. Have your teaching practices changed as a result of the co-teaching experience? 
a. If so, how? 
16. Do you feel as though the co-teaching experience has impacted your efficacy in the classroom?  
How? 
17. Would you volunteer to co-teach in the future?  Why or why not? 
18. How do you feel the practice of co-teaching impacts students with disabilities? 
19. What additional support do you feel would enhance your co-teaching experience and improve 
your efficacy in the classroom? 
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Appendix C: Paired Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 
Time of Interview:  
Date:  
Location:  
Interviewer:  
Participants:  
 
Project Description:  This study will consist of qualitative research methods, including semi-structured 
interviews which will be recorded.  Field notes will be taken during the course of the interview.  
Subsequently, the interview will be transcribed and analyzed for themes which will assist the researcher 
in making meaning from the perceptions, experiences, and beliefs of the study participants with regard to 
their co-teaching partnerships.   
 
Questions: 
1. What does it mean to you to be a “co-teacher”? 
2. How do you conduct a lesson in your classroom? 
a. What roles do each of you assume during instruction? 
b. Are those roles static or variable? 
c. Why do you choose the roles you do? 
3. How do you reach an understanding about one others’ roles and responsibilities with regard to the 
co-taught classroom? 
4. What are the most important educational activities you are responsible for in the co-taught 
classroom? 
5. Describe how you plan a lesson.  What roles do each of you assume? 
a. Logistically, how do you communicate during the lesson planning phase? 
6. How do you perceive the impact of co-teaching on your students? 
a. Does the impact differ for students with and without disabilities? 
7. How do you make decisions about responsibilities and roles in your partnership? 
8. What do you do when disagreements arise about instruction or behavior management? 
9. Who evaluates student work and assigns grades? 
10. How does working with another teacher to deliver instruction pose a challenge for you?  How has 
it impacted your teaching practices? 
11. Is your current school site/administration supportive of the co-teaching model? 
a. If so, what things indicate their support? 
b. If not, what things could be done to help you feel more supported?   
12. How would you evaluate your work together this year? 
13. How has your co-teaching relationship evolved since you began working together? 
a. How have those changes impacted you as a teacher? 
b. How do you feel about those changes? 
14. What lessons have you learned from co-teaching with your colleague? 
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Appendix D: Field Notes Template 
 
Interview Participant(s): 
Interview Date/Time: 
Interview Location: 
Interviewer: 
Speaker 
Question 
Number 
Researcher questions/comments on 
response 
Qualitative 
Observations 
(tone, body 
language, 
posture, etc.) 
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Appendix E:  Observation Protocol 
Observation date/time: 
Observation location: 
Length of observation 
Observer: 
Classroom environment sketch: 
Classroom demographics: 
 
Number of students: 
Instructional methodology observed/duration: Teacher leading instruction Qualitative observations: 
Instructional methodology observed/duration: Teacher leading instruction Qualitative observations: 
Instructional methodology observed/duration: Teacher leading instruction Qualitative observations: 
Instructional methodology observed/duration: Teacher leading instruction Qualitative observations: 
Instructional methodology observed/duration: Teacher leading instruction Qualitative observations: 
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Descriptive notes: Reflective notes: 
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Appendix F: Artifact Log 
 
Artifact number: 
Artifact description: 
Date of collection: 
Location of collection: 
Artifact: 
Descriptive notes on artifact: 
Reflective notes on artifact: 
 
